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Bluff with the Best of ‘Em 


Author's Notes: 

Huge heartfelt thanks to anyone taking the time to read this (and apologies for being mostly AWOL from 
bandfic this year). Although | wrote this story to be comprehensible on its own, | highly suggest reading Black 
Limo for a more intimate sense of the relationships depicted here in the sequel. Basically, Dave is a high-class 
Las Vegas escort (for an agency owned and operated by Kirk) who was paid extra by his favorite client, Lars, 
to be a "birthday present" for Lars' chauffeur James. Dave and James fell in love. Or so Dave thought. As this 
story opens, Dave is still reeling from James’ inexplicable coldness toward him over the year that followed. All 
chapters--save the epilogue, still in progress--are finished. I'll post one or two a week. | hope you enjoy and 
look forward to your feedback ¥ 


Las Vegas 
July 4, 2018 


We at Sin City Players value discretion as much as our lives. That's why you'll never find a client's real name 


anywhere in the books, phone records, or even the personal contact lists of anyone affiliated with the agency. 


Each is referred to solely by his designated number. 


How exactly these numbers are assigned is a riddle for the ages. Simple chronological order? Nope. Symbolic 
meaning? Your guess is as good as mire. | finally remembered to ask Kirk a few months ago after wondering 
about it forever, but he refused to clue me in, even though l'm supposedly his favorite. His top earner. His 


hardest and longest--pardon the pun--working escort. 


At the time, | couldn't help but wonder if he thought | was trying to learn his secrets so | could take over the 
agency. I'd be lying if | said | haven't imagined what that would be like--but only because Kirk threatens to 
retire and promote me every time | jokingly complain about how old we're both getting. More likely is that Kirk 
simply revels in the secrecy. Secrecy for secrecy's sake. The thrill of the illicit in a world where our once- 
innermost thoughts are now on constant digital display. I've always suspected that's what our clients appreciate 
most. The secret (again, no pun intended) to our success. Makes sense that Kirk wouldn't want to ruin the 


mystique behind the scenes either. He merely repeated the same thing he told me on my first night of the job. 
The numbers don't matter as long as | remember which clients they correspond to. 


For example: Client #1. You know him as Lars Ulrich. Whether you know Lars Ulrich as a championship tennis 
player or as a spoiled gazillionaire tabloid fixture depends on how old you are. I'm pushing fifty, which means | 
idolized him on my parents! TV as the former and became involved with him as the latter. Obviously we met 
through Kirk. My pimp and his oldest friend. Even Kirk refers to Lars as Client #7. The only time | don't is 


when I'm addressing Lars himself, and only then when we're on a date. 


Actually, | take that back. There was one exception Another mutual acquaintance. But | would really prefer not 
to think about him right now. 


Thankfully | don't have to see him tonight either, so that makes it easier to focus on my plans--which are to 
watch the fireworks from a penthouse balcony at the Bellagio while Client #7 rides my cock. Fourth of July in 
Vegas, and Lars wants to spend it with me. He wants it so much that he outbid five other multi-millionaire 
clients for the privilege. You see why | love my job? Why | refuse to retire until I'm too old even for Viagra to 
work? I've got it fucking made. I'd be a fool to forget that for even a second. 


Unlike the last time Lars picked me up in his own car, there are no surprises waiting. Aside from the car 
itself. A custom Tesla roadster. Bright red. It smells like Lars drove it straight from the dealership. Sure 
enough, there's a temp tag in the back window. Lars changes cars like he changes socks. (Like he changed 
escorts until he met me.) The real surprise would be if he showed up driving something he's owned longer than 
a month. Not that I'm complaining. I'm too busy trying not to flatter myself wondering if Lars specifically chose 
the same color as the roadster that SpaceX launched into orbit because he knew | would out-geek myself as 
soon as | saw it. Which of course | do. All the way to the Bellagio. And, unlike last time, he promises to let me 
take it for a spin tomorrow morning with no strings attached. No conditions that | have to fulfill to earn the 
privilege. | just hope he won't roll his eyes too hard when | inevitably play "Space Oddity" on repeat. 


I'm luxuriating in the rooftop jacuzzi a few hours later, relishing the chill of a freshly-opened Heineken bottle 


against my sweaty forehead as | watch the last traces of firework smoke dissolve into the desert sky, when 


Lars pipes up from the chaise lounge. 

‘James says Happy Fourth." 

Easy enough to play that off. I've done it more times | can count in the past year. Hollywood's got nothing on 
seasoned Vegas escorts like me. | can put on an Oscar-worthy show of cheerful indifference that would 
impress a casting director and a polygraph alike. Lars is not nearly as discerning. At least not after a bottle of 
champagne and the pounding | just gave him. Now its just a matter of choosing one of the usual responses-- 
"same to him" or "give him my best" or my favorite cringe-worthy pun, "may the Fourth be with you"-- 


before the subject is forgotten as quickly as it was mentioned. 


But | don't. I'm not sure whether to blame the beer or the endorphins or the blissful hypnotic swirl of warm 


bubbles around my cock for what comes out of my mouth instead. 

"What's he up to tonight?" 

Stupid question. | know the answer because Lars already told me. He gave his chauffeur the night off so that 
he could show off his new car and James could enjoy the fireworks at home. | glance over and see Lars texting 
away as usual. Thankfully he's seen me space out after a good fuck enough times not to notice or care. 
"Hanging out. Barbecuing. Probably has his boyfriend over." 

Wait. 

His what? 

"Shit!" 

"What's wrong?" 

"Dropped my fucking beer." 

Into the water. Now it looks like | pissed myself. The bottle bobs to the surface and slips mockingly from my 
grasp. | curse again. It's a big jacuzzi, and | have to push myself out of my seat to retrieve the bottle. My 


heart has dropped through my body. Between that and the lobster dinner, it feels like a stone in my gut. 


Pulling me down as | wade through the churning water. Threatening to drag me under. 
Boyfriend. 
My fist closes at last around the bottle. | stifle the irrational urge to chuck it off the balcony. 


James claimed he had no time for a boyfriend. 


"Don't worry about it," Lars says, and it takes me a moment to realize he's talking about the beer. "Not like we 


didn't already contaminate the water." 


When we jerked each other off. Good point. Good opportunity for a laugh and a mocking pout as | lament the 
waste of a fresh beer. But it comes out sounding hollow and canned. My fake smile feels more like imaginary 
fingers tugging painfully at the corners of my mouth. Which would be a piece of cake to play off as simple 
embarrassment if only | were sensible enough to shut up and gratefully chug the replacement Lars brings 


from the fridge 
No dice, as they say. 

"Boyfriend, huh? Didn't know James was seeing anyone" 
Just had to call my own fucking bluff 

"Me either.” 


My guts clench. Probably just a cramp from all that rich food | scarfed down, but | can't help imagining the 
blade of a knife. Buried deep. Twisting slowly. James’ tattooed fingers wrapped around the handle. 


"Been going on for a while?" 


Lars shrugs, eyes still fixed on the screen. "Couple months at least. | mean, | don't know for sure, but that's 
how long he's been mentioning the dude's name. And asking for days off. | used to have to threaten to fire him 
before he'd agree to take any time for himself." 


The dude's name. James made it clear when we spent the night together that he and Lars make an effort to 
stay out of each other's private affairs as much as possible. When he wanted to know what kinds of services | 
specialize in, he went the extra mile to ask my boss instead of his. Nobody else I've met has kept their 
personal life so close to the vest--and that's saying a lot in this town and my line of work. There's only one 


reason James would willingly share the name of his significant other. 

"Must be pretty serious." 

Just call me Captain Obvious. 

"Must be," Lars echoes. "He seems a lot more relaxed these days." 

Around his boss, maybe. Around me, James is still as cold as ever. A boyfriend would certainly explain it. | 
should be relieved that the real reason has nothing to do with me. All that time spent wondering what | might 


have said or done to offend him. All the hypothetical conversations we had in my head when | was trying to 
figure out how to ask what happened. What changed. Turns out he's just living his life. Should be a weight off, 


but..fuck. Fuck me. 
lm glad to hear that. Can't think of anyone who deserves it more." 
Fuck me for not being a better judge of character. 


Fuck me for seeing something that was obviously never there. Even though it seemed crystal clear at the 


time. 

"Speaking of.what are you doing this time next month?" 

James' birthday, in other words. Is Lars fucking kidding me right now? 

"Booked solid, l'm afraid." 

He gives me an incredulous look "But | thought we had dibs!" 

We? Jesus. Lars better not have gone behind my back and made reservations with Kirk already. Kirk better not 
have scheduled anything without my approval. Again. That's how this whole thing with James first started last 
year. | thought | had a date with Lars. Turns out he and Kirk conspired to pull a bait-and-switch, and | was 
actually Lars surprise birthday gift for his chauffeur. Who | proceeded to fall in love with during the 
(seemingly) incredible night that followed. Lars | forgave right away. His heart was in the right place. Kirk had 
no excuse. The only reason | never called him out was because | thought he'd unknowingly done me a favor. 
Won't make that mistake twice. 

"Sorry, man. Don't know what to tell you." 

"Any chance you can reschedule?" 

So | can fuck a guy who clearly wants nothing more to do with me? Gee. That's a tough one. 


"Totally up to Kirk, but | doubt it” 


Speak of the devil. Or rather, speak to, which is why | hoist myself out of the hot tub. My phone is in the 


bathroom. | just have to make sure my text reaches Kirk before Client #T's does. 
Then it hits me all at once. 
"You okay?" 


Lars' voice is a distant echo, even though he's sitting only a few feet away. | nearly fall over trying to nod. 


Catch hold of the balcony door just in time. 


"Dave?" 
"I'm fine." 


The words sound strangled, and no wonder. | have to force them past the massive lump in my throat. Past the 
sob threatening to erupt. Meanwhile, the room has dissolved into a burning watercolor. | stagger a few more 
steps and hear Lars' phone clatter to the floor behind me. His hands are on my shoulders now. He's steering 
me toward the nearest chair. Much as | want to shove him away, | can't. Can't let him see the tears or do 
anything to spoil the evening. Lars is my best client. My biggest priority. | gotta get my shit together before | 
fuck that up too. 


"C'mon, Dave, talk to me. What's wrong?" 
| lean over the back of the chair. Close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. "Nothing." 
"Nothing, my ass." 


Despite the sarcasm, panic has overtaken Lars' normally chirpy voice. He thinks I'm sick About to pass out 
again, just like | did in the limo last year--right after the first time James and | had sex. | know that's what 
he's remembering because l'm remembering it too. Remembering how concerned they both were. James 
especially. | can still feel his gentle hand in my hair. Fight the urge to swat it away when | realize that's 
actually Lars. 


"| said I'm fine. Just stood up to fast." Best to let him think it's another dizzy spell. Embarrassing as fuck, sure, 
but better than the truth. "Forgot what happens when | drink too many beers in the hot tub." 


Thankfully | don't have to keep up the charade too long. By some miracle, | manage to boot and rally without 
giving myself away. Wash down the lump in my throat with the giant bottle of Evian that Lars brings me. 
Splash cold water over my face to erase any and all evidence of tears. A request for orange juice gets Lars 


on the phone to room service and buys me time to shoot Kirk a text. 

| Need a huge favor. Book me for 8/3. Anyone first tier except for #7 No outbids allowed Will explain later. 
First tier, of course, refers to our wealthiest and therefore highest priority clients. The biggest of the big 
spenders. Lars is at the top of that list but usually pretty good about respecting his place in line. Usually. 
Hence the mention of outbids. Kirk replies almost immediately. First, a confused emoji. Then: 

> You ok? Whats wrong with 7? 


| Nothing wrong. Just need a change of scenery. Can you do it? 


When there's no response, | push the bathroom door closed and turn on the fan Make it seem like I'm busy 


dropping a deuce. 


| Cmon man Wil make it up to you, | promise 

| can practically hear Kirk sighing on the other end 

> Done. Just tell me what this is about I need to make sure everything's ok 

| Nothing to worry about 

> Doesn't sound Ike nothing 

Kirk was my friend before he was my pimp, but he's known Lars even longer. Long enough that | know he's 
tempted right now to reach out to Lars despite my reassurance. | have to say something to dissuade him. A 


dose of the truth--something | should've given him a year ago. 


| Driver's birthday party. Not up for that again. Don't lke surprises. Really dont like friends setting shit up behind 
my back without considering how it might affect me. 


"Dave?" 


The flush of anger cools into one of self-consciousness and guilt at the sound of Lars’ voice. None of this is 
his fault. Or Kirk's. They were the ones who planned the surprise, but | was the one who threw the party. It's 
not even James’ fault. He was just enjoying the celebration that | agreed to. We never had anything going 
beyond that night. Nothing to explain these irrational feelings of betrayal except..well, irrationality. | mistook 
sexual chemistry and James’ show of friendliness for the possibility that he might have feelings for me. Like a 
fucking chump. And now l'm hiding in the bathroom talking shit to one friend behind another's back because I've 
suddenly forgotten how to be a grownup. 


A soft knock. "Still okay in there?" 

The screen lights up. 

> Im sorry, D. Thought it was fine because you never said otherwise. 

"Yeah, be out in a sec." 

| Were cool Just don't want a repeat. 

> Everything ok with 7 besides? 

| hear the main door open and Lars’ faint voice outside. Room service must be here with the OJ he ordered 


for me. Hell yeah, everything's okay with Client #7. It's about to be even more so. Maybe this whole thing is a 


sign that | need to remember what | do for a living and what my real priorities are. Who my real priorities 


are. Keep my game up if | want to stay in it. 

| send a thumbs up emoji. That should be assurance enough, | hope. | consider asking Kirk to keep this between 
us but figure that goes without saying. He texts back with a smiley and the suggestion that we talk later. Fair 
enough, | reply. 

Then | turn my phone off for the night. 

Gotta keep my game up. 

When Lars knocks again a second later, | open the door with the other hand casually stroking my cock. | let my 
hungry gaze travel the length of his body before settling on the pitcher of orange juice. Take that instead of 
the offered glass and flash a devil-may-care grin before | tip it back, letting the juice run down my chin. Lars 
loves it when | make a mess. Loves scolding and punishing me deservingly. To make sure that he does, | yank 
the glass out of his hand before he can take a sip and chug it too. 

‘| see someone's feeling better," he teases. 

‘Someone most certainly is.” 

Long as I'm not caught off guard, | can still bluff with the best of ‘em. 


ls someone gonna clean up the mess they just made?" 


In every sense of the term. 


To be continued. 


Yesterday and a Lifetime Ago 


February 15, 2019 


One of the things nobody tells you about turning 50 is that your perception of time becomes wonkier than 
ever. Everything you look back on seems like it happened both yesterday and a lifetime ago. 


For instance, when | joined Sin City Players. When Lars became my regular client. When he bought me as a 
birthday present for his chauffeur and | broke the cardinal rule of never falling in love with a john. When | 
damn near broke down after finding out that said chauffeur had a boyfriend. The first was fifteen years ago. 
The last was six months. They all have that off-color, Polaroid photo flatness when | conjure the images in my 
mind, and yet when | close my eyes, | can smell and taste and hear the smallest details as clearly as if I'd 
traveled back in time. The faint but intoxicating aroma of cologne diluted by sweat. Salt-rimmed lips and a 


soda-sweet tongue. My name spoken in a voice as smooth as aged whiskey. 
"Dave?" 


Fuck. Sometimes it feels like James is standing right behind me. Except that he wouldn't be calling me Dave. Not 
if he cared enough to remember that | prefer being addressed by my last name--at least by him. That's how 


| know he's not really there. That's how | know it's just my memories mocking me again. 
But why are they so fucking vivid this time? 
"Hey, Grohl." 


| turn before the realization even hits, too fast to stop myself or mask the surprise. It's not that | never 
thought this moment would come. Vegas is a much smaller town than people realize. It's that | always imagined 
it would happen in a casino or a restaurant while | was working--and therefore already in character and on 


guard. Not the produce aisle of Whole Foods on my weekend off. 

‘Oh. Hey, man!" 

Could be the most painfully awkward thing that's ever popped out of my mouth. Almost literally painful. I've 
spent the last six months cultivating an air of sophisticated aloofness to add to my repertoire of attitudes and 
made a point to affect it whenever Lars and | traveled by limousine. Whenever James would be around. Now 
suddenly l'm bug-eyed and blurting. Like some panicked teenager whose best friend just walked in on him 
masturbating. 


"Thought that might get your attention" 


| can't tell whether James’ smile is uncomfortable or sincere, although | guess it could be both. The little 


chuckle sounded appreciative enough. But appreciative of what? Probably just the sheer fucking awkwardness 


of it all. 


Come on, Grohl. You've come a long way since that night you and James were formally introduced. Dont pull the 
whole dumbstruck routine again 


Then again, does he deserve the effort of me pulling my act together? 

And, of course, the question | probably should be asking. Do impressions even matter now that James has seen 
one of Sin City's premier escorts shuffling around the supermarket in a backward ballcap, flannel hoodie, and 
flip flops? With a half-price box of Valentine chocolates in his basket? 

My eyes drop immediately to his meat. Or rather, the contents of his shopping basket, which include several 
pounds of ground beef and at least one package of steak. No microwave dinners or discount candy in sight. Just 
as I'm reassuring myself that at least | can't look any more pathetic than | already do, my fucking stomach 
starts growling. 

"Yeah, sorry," | reply. "You caught me trying to remember what else was on my grocery list” 

There. That should dispel any lingering sense of organized responsible adulthood. Can | go home now? 

"No worries. | wasn't even sure it was you at first” 


The fuck does he care? 


But here | am, playing along in spite of myself. Hoping | can find refuge in humor. "Practicing for my side gig." | 
swing the flannel across my chest dramatically, like a cape. "One of these days | hope to be a true master of 
disguise!" 

Only thing worse than having my joke fall flat is James actually finding it funny. Flashing those immaculate 
damned teeth of his and making my nipples twinge reflexively. | knew | should've stayed home tonight instead of 
trawling the after-Valentine's sales. 


"So does that mean you have the night off?" he asks. 


Seriously. Why would he care either way? Dude was never one for small talk, and he's made it crystal clear 


that whatever interest he once had ended as soon as we parted company. 
"Not just the night. The whole weekend." 
Shut up, Grohl. Give it up. Your plans are none of his fucking business anyway, 


"Wow. How'd you swing that?" 


The upside of running into James at a public place is that | have a legitimate reason to censor my replies. | can 
tell the truth in euphemisms that he'll understand without having to share too much. "Been pulling a lot of 
overtime lately," | explain. "Worked a double shift last night. Kirk took pity, insisted | stay home and recover." 


"Yeah, | uh. figured you were pretty busy. Lars mentioned something about new accounts taking up most of 


your time." 

| wish | could take some sick satisfaction in James' obvious discomfort, but there's nothing to suggest it's 
anything but the typical frustration with small talk. That flicker of jealousy in his eyes? Nothing more than my 
own resentment and wishful thinking reflected back at me. 

Nonetheless, | nod confidently. "Younger clientele. I'd forgotten how demanding they can be." 

There's that look again. Much less subtle this time. James picks up an onion and turns it over in his hands 
longer than a cursory exam would require. His brow furrows. His lips part and close a few times before he 


finally drops the onion into a bag. When he looks back to reply, the hurt is undeniable this time. 


‘lm glad to hear that business is booming. You certainly..y'know..you're good at what you do. You deserve the 
prosperity." 


Ignoring the tug at my heartstrings is easier said than done. "Credit goes to Kirk. He's the one who books the 
gigs. | just have to show up." 


"Don't sell yourself short." 

There's a long heavy silence as an old woman parks her cart right next to us and takes her time picking out 
tomatoes. And there are two things | could do right now: keep up the bullshit chit-chat, or excuse myself so | 
can grab the case of beer | was debating and haul my ass home. | barely drink "outside the office" any more, 
and considerably less than | used to even when | am working, but screw it. | have the entire weekend to myself 
and I've officially decided that I'm getting drunk as fuck tonight. Drunk. As. Fuck. Now | just have to extricate 


myself accordingly. Just as the old lady has moved along and | prepare to do likewise, James pipes up. 


"You look like you want to leave, and | don't blame you. | just wanted to say that I'm sorry for whatever | said 


or did to piss you off. | promise that was never my intention” 

Really. Then what the fuck was your intention? 

"Dunno what you're talking about, man" 

James' posture hardens. His eyes narrow, but they're shimmering with confusion instead of anger. "You don't?" 


How ‘bout you clue me in? 


"No. If | seem annoyed right now, its only because | have no patience for small talk. Especially when I'm off the 


clock You shouldn't take it personally." 

"That's not what I'm talking about, and you know it" 

Okay. So my bluffing game is weak outside a casino. | can work on that. I've worked on plenty of things these 
last six months that James would recognize if he really cared. But not tonight: I'm already too fucking tired to 
keep up the pretense of civility. 

"Maybe | should be the one to apologize. Is that what you want to hear? | can promise that it was never my 
intention to disappoint you either. | had no idea that | did. | mean, you told me that you got your money's 
worth and then some. That | went above and beyond your expectations--" 


"Dave--" 


| put up my hand. "And | get it, okay? Your boss shelled out a lot of cash on your behalf. | can see how you 
felt pressured to express satisfaction at the time." 


"Jesus," he mutters. 

‘For future reference--or just for reference, since it's a moot point now--you can be fucking honest with me 
about these things. Never mind Kirk. lim all about satisfaction or your money back. In fact, | tried to give it 
back when | thought | let you down, but you wouldn't hear it.” 

"Can | say something?" 

Yeah. When l'm fucking done. "Maybe it wasn't Kirk. Maybe it wasn't your boss either. Maybe it was you. | 
thought you were something different, but maybe you're just the typical client after all. Kiss my ass six ways 


to Sunday and then forget | fucking exist" 


James' jaw tightens, but the fight flows out the rest of his body all at once. "You couldn't be further from 
the truth." 


"Then you should try championship poker," | retort, "because you fooled the hell out of me." 
"What about you, Dave?" 
"What about me?" 


"| could ask you the same questions and make the same accusations. Especially since you went out of your way 


to make yourself unavailable on my birthday last summer." 


"How the hell do you know that?" 
"You just told me." 
Shit. Oldest trick in the book. 


"Know why | suddenly got busy that night?" | drop my voice to a whisper. "Because it turns out you had a 
boyfriend" 


"The fuck?" 


"Yeah, and | wasn't in the mood for a threesome at the time, if the implication was to bring him along. Or help 


you cheat on the guy. Believe it or not" 


"Dave." James locks eyes with me, his voice sternly patient. "| honestly don't know who you're talking about. | 


didn't have a boyfriend” 
"Lars said you did." 


"Then he was mistaken. If you haven't noticed, Lars says a lot of things, even when he doesn't know the whole 


story. All you had to do was ask me." 
| feel a tomato | didn't even know | was holding squish in my hand. 


"Why the hell would | do that? You'd spent the whole year pretending like that night never happened. | figured 
the birthday thing was Lars' idea anyway." 


"Nope. It was the same as any other birthday. He asked me what | wanted and | told him, straight up. You 
should've heard him haggling with Kirk on the phone." James shakes his head. "First time Kirk ever told him he 
was out of luck. | thought he was gonna trash the limo after they hung up." 

| feel my insides knot with guilt. "What did he do?" 


"Nothing. Asked me to drive him home and sulked the whole way. | told him, if you're busy that night, you're 
busy. No big deal. But | was bummed out and it must've showed" 


Fuck. Now | feel like a colossal tool. Not that anything James just said changes the fact that he's treated me 


coldly for no apparent reason. Or makes me any less hurt by said fact. 
"Lars always was good to you." 


"Yeah. Aside from my kids, he's the best thing that's ever happened to me. Which is why | couldn't bring 
myself to ruin things with his favorite escort by trying to see you behind his back" 


| don't know which is worse: never reaching the heart of the matter, or discovering that it's a dead end. Client 
+1. It all comes back to Lars. The very person who brought us together is also the one keeping us apart. I'll 
take Painful Ironies and No-Win Situations for $500, Alex. 

"Dave?" 

| heard you, dude." 


"Can we actually sit down and talk about this?" 


| look down at the crushed, dripping tomato in my fist. Try not to draw the obvious parallels to my heart and 
fail instantly. Look around for a trash can to chuck it into and have absolutely zero luck with that either. 


"Doesn't sound like there's anything left to talk about" 


“There's plenty, trust me." James nods toward a small convoy of approaching carts. "But we should probably 


find somewhere more private." 

This is where the ho, dont do it! memes start flashing through my head. 

"Like where?" 

And that is me ignoring my own conscience and common sense yet again. 

"Come over to my place. Let me make you dinner.” 

"Tonight?" 

"Yeah, tonight." James tilts the basket so | can examine its contents. "I was gonna grill up some burgers and 
steaks this weekend anyway. I've got some hot dogs at home too, in case you'd prefer those. Or you can pick 


out something different while we're here. Completely up to you." 


Fuck. | never stood a chance, did |? Barbecue is my Kryptonite. All he had to say was grill up some burgers and 
my remaining resolve flew straight out the window. 


"You mean, like a date?" 


Despite the cocked-eyebrow wariness of my tone, James blushes instantly. Speaking of Kryptonite. Few things 
make me weak in the knees than an otherwise intimidating bastard suddenly getting all bashful and tongue-tied. 


"Nah, | uh. know I'd have to go through Kirk for that." He stares awkwardly at the food, then back at me. 
"Just dinner. Just to hang out. Is that something you'd be willing to..y'know, or would | need to okay that with 


Kirk too?" 

"He's my pimp, not my dad." 

Nobody heard us, but James glances around anyway. Good. I'm no sadist, but | can't resist making him 
uncomfortable and stringing him along a bit more before | inevitably give in He wants my company that badly? 
He's gotta work for it. 

"Cool. Just wanted to make sure. So, do you--" 

"Would you be doing all the grilling?" | cut in. 

"Well, | mean, that was kinda the plan. Since you're my guest and all." 

My growling stomach betrays me once again 

"Okay then 

"Okay, as in yes?" 

| nod. "On one condition 

James catches his breath with audible relief. "Name it." 

"We go back to the meat counter and you let ME pick out the burgers and steaks." 

"What's wrong with--" 

"Everything, trust me. I've been barbecuing since | was five." | paw through his basket and pull out a plastic 
bottle. Snort derisively as | read the label. "To call this shit barbecue sauce is an insult not only to barbecue 
sauce, but the entire institution of grilling. We'll have to hit the condiment aisle too." 

James gawks for a moment, then chuckles. "Which brand do you prefer?" 

‘Literally anything else." 

"Gotcha." 

"And," | add, "you let me grill the first round. Show you how it's done right 


"I thought you said one condition, Grohl." 


Fuck help me. He called me by my surname. In that playfully stern former-cop voice of his, no less. 


Its all one condition. Barbecuing is an experience, not just the sum of its parts, and it better be a damn good 


one if I'm giving up my hard-earned Friday night couch fest." 

Which would've included not only a case of beer, but probably several joints and definitely the half-dozen 
episodes of Project Blue Book that | DVR‘ed and have been looking forward to binge-watching for weeks now. 
But that's okay. They'll all still be there tomorrow night. 


"Fair enough." James steps aside. "Lead the way." 


To be continued. 


Julia Fucking Roberts 


Author's Notes: 
For anyone curious about James’ custom truck: it's real, and here's a photo of the unfinished version 


described in this chapter. 


There couldn't be a worse weekend for my motorcycle to be in the shop. Even with the worst of the tension 
already dispelled and visions of top sirloins and succulent burgers dancing in my head, I'd still prefer to follow 
James home rather than sit awkwardly beside him. | like my independence. | like the air of effortless cool that 


my Harley lends to even the most slovenly of weekend attire. I'm not particularly looking forward to the trip. 
Until | catch a look at his ride. 
"Holy shit, dude." 


James chuckles as he takes the grocery bags from my arms and loads them into the back seat. "Yeah, | know 


she's kind of a mess right now. You should see her once she's finished." 


"She" just so happens to be an antique Ford F-I00 pickup with extended cab and flatbed. Mid-'50s by the look 
of her. Even stripped down to bare metal and patched with Bondo, she's absolutely stunning. 


"Where the hell did you find this?" 


"Some guy was selling her on eBay of all places," James replies. "Just the body, of course. It's taken me six 
months just to get her street legal." 


Six months. "Birthday gift?" 


He nods. "From the boss. He tried to talk me into a custom hot rod that | could drive straight off the lot, but | 
insisted. Tried to explain that fixing her up myself is a lot more satisfying. Lars looked at me like | was nuts. 
Y'know, | love the guy, but he's used to having everything handed to him rather than having to work for it” 


| stifle an appreciative laugh. Much as | love Lars too, he is indeed the epitome of spoiled. James, meanwhile, is 
living proof that humble beginnings really do add perspective and a deeper level of gratitude for the finer 
things in life. 


Speaking of appreciation: the only thing better than new car smell is old car smell. If you've ever been inside an 
automotive museum or leaned in close at a classic car show, you know exactly what I'm talking about. | take a 
hearty lung-full as | buckle myself into the passenger seat. Feel my adrenaline surge momentarily as the 
engine roars to life. If this beauty is the consolation prize, perhaps | did James a favor by bailing on his last 


birthday. 
"Your boss is a good man. Unlike me, this baby really is the gift that keeps on giving.’ 
James lets go of the shifter as if to reach for my hand. Then the light turns green again 


| humbly disagree," he replies. 


The last time James invited me to go "home" with him, we spent the night at Tuscany Suites and Casino, a 
comparatively modest counterpart to the world-class accommodations his boss offered to pay for. His actual 
apartment is even smaller and quieter--which, for some reason, he feels obligated to apologize for. Maybe it's 
because | usually live a top-shelf life. Maybe it's because l'm playing hard to get. Or maybe he misread my 
expression when we arrived as disappointment instead of the pang of bittersweet appreciation it really was. | 
know Lars pays the rent and l'm equally certain its not the sort of place he originally had in mind. Client #7 is 
generous to a fault when it comes to the people he truly cares for. His chauffeur, meanwhile, is humble to a 


fault. If there is such a thing. Luxury is merely James livelihood, not his lifestyle. 

| had no idea until | got to know him just how refreshing a difference that was. 

"So how exactly did you score an entire weekend off?" 

We're sitting on the patio enjoying our second round of burgers and steaks. Pitmaster Grohl and his latest (and 
so far only) apprentice. James proved himself a quick and highly capable study. He wipes the juices of his 
accomplishment from his chin before replying. 

"Valentine's Day, same as you. Lars and Jess flew off to Maui." 


"And left you here all by your lonesome?" 


He chuckles. "Because he knows l'd have more fun chilling out at home than being stuck in a suit and tie in the 
middle of paradise." 


You and me both 


"Eh, Hawaii's overrated anyway." | help myself to another glass of store-bought iced tea that has no business 


being this tasty. "But don't tell Lars | said that." 
"He'd probably agree. Look where he spends most of his time." 


My eyes wander over the fence to the roof of the neighboring garage where Lars stores his personal 


limousine. The opulent black beauty with the 40 LOVE vanity plate alluding to the pro tennis career that made 


him the multi-millionaire he is today. The limo he drove through the desert when he and James switched roles 


for the night. Right now, it feels like both yesterday and a lifetime ago. 

"One thing's for sure," James goes on. "I'd never find burgers this good in Hawaii." 
"You talking about the ones you made, or the ones | made?" 

"Like you really have to ask, Grohl." 


| almost want to tell James to stop calling me that. Just because | gave him permission that night doesn't 
mean he can keep taking the same liberty a year and a half later. Pretty damn presumptuous, actually. 


But who am | kidding? | fucking love the sound of it. Its also proof that he still cares at least somewhat after | 
thought he'd tossed me aside like a used condom. So is the fact that we're sitting here and everything that led 
up to this point. Right? 


| can't tell if you really like my grilling or if you're just trying to flatter me." 
"Like you really have to ask that either." 


All the time he spent being cold and impersonal toward me, as if that incredible right was all a cruel dream, is 
the only reason | would even wonder. | do make a mean burger. And an even meaner steak. Don't even get me 
started on the homemade sauce that I've been perfecting since | was a once-skinny kid My BBQ prowess is 
probably the only thing on par with my skills in the bedroom (also carefully honed into an art form for 
decades now). | guess I'm more worried about letting those words of appreciation go to my head. Or rather, 
reading too much into them. Lars will be back in Vegas soon enough, and I'll be back to work even sooner. 


James and | will both have to put our game faces back on 
“Speaking of grilling." 


"What about it?" | ask Then cram the last bite into my mouth to mask the flush of heat as James’ gaze 
travels the length of my torso. 


"Nothing." 
"Nothing my ass, Hetfield What were you gonna say?" 


"That | don't know how you can eat like this and stay so trim." He pats his belly. "What's your secret, besides 


the obvious?" 


"What's the obvious?" | counter. "The fact that | burn it off every night thanks to my job, or the fact that 
I'm picky about ingredients?" 


"Both. | guess." 
"Wanna know the real secret?" 
He raises an eyebrow. 


‘Ive been working out a lot more," | explain. "Same things I've always done to stay in shape--swimming, biking, 


the occasional afternoon of bikram yoga--but now | make sure never to skip a day" 


Its the only way | can still indulge in my usual hedonistic cuisine at this age. And keep up with my new younger 


clientele. 
| notice you're not drinking tonight. Is that part of it too?" 


Man. l'd almost forgotten how observant James was. Proof that you can take a cop out of uniform, but you 


can never take the cop out of the man himself. 

"Yeah. I've cut way back these last few months." 

"Why's that, if you don't mind my asking?" 

His gentle, genuinely curious tone is the only reason | don't. 
"Fewer calories. More energy." 

Not that I'm about to be completely honest about it either. 


If James suspects I'm leaving something out, he thankfully doesn't let it show. "At any rate, you look great. | 
should probably follow your lead and hit the gym more myself.” 


"Or get laid more often" 


Its out of my mouth before | even saw it coming, no pun intended, and I'm not sure which one of us blushes 


harder. 

"Easier said than done." 

"I know, man, l'm just fucking around with you." 

Jesus. What is it with me and my knack for unintentional sexual puns whenever James is around? | fight the 
urge to jump up and start clearing the table to mask the awkwardness. Instead | try to play it off. Ignore it. 


Lean back in my chair, eyes closed, and pretend like I'm enjoying the breeze. The silence stretches on between 


us, punctuated only by the intermittent ticks of the cooling grill 


"I honestly didn't have a boyfriend," he says. 

"I believe you." 

"Lars was the one who insisted | start taking more time off. | didn't even ask. He finally figured out | wasn't 
seeing my kids as often as I'd like or relaxing as much as | should. That's why | wasn't around on the Fourth of 
July" 

My eyes pop open. There's only one reason James would mention that particular date. 

"Did Lars say something?" 

"Hopefully hello, like | asked him to." 

"That all?" 

His scruffy silver eyebrow goes up again. "Yeah. Why?" 

He better not be poker-facing me. | had to play off my stupid little meltdown as another unexpected fainting 
spell and embarrass the fuck out of myself in the process, all so my best client wouldn't realize how upset | 
was over his chauffeur supposedly having a boyfriend. | hope to hell Lars didn't mention it, because | would 
rather not have to choose between explaining the charade or keeping it up. 

"Just wondered why you'd mention it now," | reply. 

"I thought maybe." James trails off, and just as | brace myself for another nothing or a forget if, he takes a 
deep breath. "Fuck I'll be honest with you. Lars called Kirk a few days before that to see if your calendar was 
open on my birthday. Then when he called back the next morning, you were suddenly booked solid." 

"What's your point?" 

"| got the impression that it was intentional. On your part" 

"Damn, Hetfield. You would've made a hell of a detective if you'd stayed on the force." 

"So I'm right?" 

"Obviously." 


"Why?" 


"Already told you, man. He said you were seeing someone. Doing the birthday thing again just didn't sit well with 


"Never bothered you before." 


Good point. Mine isn't the line of work where you can have a Singles Only policy and expect to make any kind of 
living. The vast majority of my clients are like Lars: openly non-monogamous, or so blatantly obvious about 
their proclivities that they may as well be. But they're all high rollers and professional hedonists who rarely 
give a fuck about anyone else. In other words, the exact opposite of James. 


Its different with you. And | don't think | need to explain why." 


| push back my chair and start gathering our empty plates, but James catches me by the arm. Even now his 
touch is electric. | imagine blue sparks running up the quills of the feather tattoos on my forearms that he 
was so infatuated with. The ones presently hidden under flannel. 


"Explain it anyway." He lets go and leans back again, blue eyes shimmering with..something. "Please. | want to 
understand what's going on here." 


"You first." 

James shakes his head. 

"Fine." Keep it simple, Grohl. You may be his quest, but you still dont owe him anything. "That night, when Lars 
dropped us off at your hotel, | felt some kind of change in the air. There's no way | could put it into words 
now, so don't bother asking. It was still there when | woke up next to you in the morning. And when we took a 
shower together, and when we said goodbye. It felt like... dunno. Like a promise." 

"A promise of what?" 

My heart sinks. "Doesn't matter.” 


"Like hell it doesn't" 


"Then ask yourself the same question, because | thought for sure you felt it too.” This time | succeed in 
scooping up the dishes before James can stop me. "You certainly acted like you did. Or maybe that was all 
wishful thinking and I'm nothing but a walking, talking Hollywood hooker cliche. Julia Fucking Roberts." 


| wait for him to call me back to the table or tell me | don't need to help clean up. Instead there's nothing. Not 
even the feeling of his eyes on the back of my neck. Sure enough, when | glance over my shoulder, James is 
looking down into his lap. Fuck. That's what | get for opening my fat mouth. For saying way too much when | 


swore to keep it simple. May as well cut my losses and just call myself an Uber now. 


"| did feel it," he says, right as l'm reaching for my phone. 


"Then why didn't you say something?" 

"Why didn't you?" 

"| didn't think | had to." Damn it. That's not what | meant. "You're the one who asked for me in the first place. 
That means you were in more of a position than | was to make something happen again. You could've called Kirk 
to schedule another date. Hell--you could've asked for my personal number." 

"Would you have given it to me?" 

"No, but--" 


"That's why | didn't" 


"You could've gone through Kirk, is what | was about to say. And don't suggest that | should've been the one 
to do that. Ask my fucking pimp to play wingman for me and my favorite client's chauffeur.” 


"Exactly," James cuts in. "Your favorite client. My boss. His favorite escort. We've been over that part already 
too, so you know why | couldn't just ask you out like a regular guy. You know better than anyone that it wasn't 
that easy. We're in the same boat here." 


All that delicious food feels like a boulder in my guts now. 


"Then why the coldness? Why be friendly and warm and steal glances the next couple times | went out with 


Lars, only to turn around after that and act like we'd never met?" 

"You did the same thing, Dave." 

"Because | was trying to be professional. You weren't the one | was there to fuck" 

"See? You just answered your own question. We were both there for Lars, not each other." He stands up from 
the table with both hands raised like he's trying to de-escalate the situation Ever the cop. "Listen, | don't want 
to keep going around in circles like this. It doesn't matter which one of us started it. Or ended it. Or whatever. 
What we need to do now is admit that both our hands were tied." 

"That's not how | remember it" 

James cringes visibly when he realizes the pun. "Don't even joke. You know what | meant. All | can say now is 
that I'm sorry | wasn't friendlier. I'm sorry | didn't do more to make it clear that | still cared. | should've 


realized you were only doing your job and not taken it so personally." 


| turn the kitchen faucet on full blast so he can't hear me swallow against the lump in my throat. Discreetly 


wipe my eyes on my shoulder. 

"Likewise." 

"| mean it. l'm sorry." 

"So am |, man. It's okay." 

"| never expected that evening to turn out the way it did. Not sure exactly what | was expecting, but yeah. 
Felt like a turning point for me too." He leans against the kitchen doorway, eyes downcast. "Got me thinking that 
maybe | really was looking for something more than just the occasional one night stand. | even tried dating 
again for a little while, but you know how my luck's been with that sort of thing.” 

Uncanny. Not his luck, but the similarities between our lives since that fateful night. | tried dating too. Gave up 
again almost immediately when | realized how unfair it was to pursue someone else while | still had feelings for 
James. Resigned myself to friendly hookups with fellow escorts. Wiley and Taylor, mostly. Gave that up too 
after my little Independence Day meltdown and threw myself completely into fitness and work. More clients. 
Longer hours. | almost hit my goal of being too busy to care about anything else. Almost. 

"The guy that Lars said you'd been spending a lot of time with last summer. Was he someone that you--" 
"Are you talking about Ron?" 

"| dunno. Never got a name." 

James chuckles and shakes his head. "Gotta be Ron. He's an old friend from the police academy. Retired last 
year and wanted a change of scenery. | tried to sell him on Vegas, working private security like | used to, but 
he opted for Reno instead. And no, its not what Lars made it sound like. Ron's straight as an arrow. We were 
just catching up on old times." 

Retired, huh? Damn. Have we really gotten that old already? 

"You probably should've explained that to Lars." 

"Or kept my personal life to myself, as usual. I'm sorry he gave you the wrong impression 

Regret floods out the momentary rush of relief. "Sorry | flaked on your birthday." 

"Don't worry about it" 


"But we could've worked all this shit out six months ago, if | hadn't been such a big jealous baby about it” 


"Jealous?" James' smile widens into a playful grin. "So thats what this was about" 


Whoops. 
"Hold up, Hetfield. Don't go getting a big head now." 


Except that I'm the one with blood suddenly rushing into mine. Luckily I'm saved by the bell. Or rather, James’ 
phone. 


"Sorry, man, its my daughter.” He gestures to the open patio doors. "You mind?" 
"Nah, go ahead. | gotta make a pit stop anyway.’ 


They're still talking after I've taken care of business. | don't want to interrupt, so | wander down the short 
hallway as slowly as possible to kill time. The door on the very end is closed. James' bedroom, obviously. | 
resist the urge to sneak a peek and busy myself instead admiring the vintage band posters on the walls. Black 
Sabbath. Thin Lizzy. Samhain. All in immaculate condition and professionally framed. And that's only the 
beginning. | can see even more hanging on the walls of the spare room. James’ office. Or man cave. Hard to tell 


exactly with the lights off. 
But what's that in the corner? A guitar stand. An old white ESP Explorer, by the looks of it.. 


Before | know it, I've flipped the light switch and am stalking straight toward that beautiful baby with 
outstretched hands. Hands that | keep to myself out of respect. My eyes do the roaming instead. Up and down 
the guitar, then to an equally vintage bass hanging nearby, and then slowly around the room as my heart 
swells with the kind of excitement | haven't felt since | was a kid. It's not that I've become bored or jaded with 
the materialism of my clientele, or | wouldn't still salivate shamelessly every time Lars shows off one of his 
new cars. Its just that their collections rarely reveal anything beyond the wealth required to accumulate such 


luxuries. 


This room, on the other hand, is a window into James' life. Into his mind and heart. The vintage posters and 
shelves of vinyl speak of a passion for classic rock and old-school thrash metal. His favorite football team is 
obviously the Oakland Raiders. He's the proud father of three beautiful children, their azure eyes and beaming 
smiles carbon copies of his own It's impossible not to feel the love radiating from every photograph. The ones 
that tug hardest at my heart, however, are hanging just to the right of his desk James with his graduating 
class from the police academy. James and his partner Cliff, their grinning faces painfully young despite their 


crisp uniforms and commanding posture. Below that, Cliff's obituary, framed alongside a memorial patch from 


the San Francisco PD. 


| don't make it past the date of his death before my eyes mist over and | have to look away. When James 
first told me about his previous career, | was too distracted by my apparent cop fetish to truly appreciate 
the sacrifices he made and the traumas he endured. He risked his life every day without hesitation. Nearly 
burned to death pulling his partner from their wrecked cruiser, not realizing it was already too late for Cliff. 
Soldiered on bravely despite the grief. Devoted himself completely to the service of others even after he left 


the force, always putting their needs ahead of his own Including me when | passed out in the back of the 
limousine--a prostitute he'd just paid to have sex with. Someone he could easily have tossed aside like garbage, 
thanks to my profession. Instead he took the gentlest and most compassionate care of me. Treated me as an 
equal worthy of love. 

| did my best that night to show him how much | appreciated it, but in hindsight it wasn't nearly enough. 
"Busted!" 

Despite James' teasing tone, | nearly jump out of my skin and drop what | didn't even realize | was holding: a 
teddy bear dressed in a police uniform. It must have been sitting on his desk. Bending to pick it up buys me the 
chance to discreetly wipe the tears from my eyes. | stand up again with a playful grin and both hands raised. 


"Don't shoot me, Officer. | can explain." 


To be continued. 


Heart-Shaped Box 


| wonder for a split second if James is going to pick up the opportunity for role play and run with it. He could 
very easily order me to lace my hands behind my head so that he can pat me down. Cuff me "for my own 
safety" while he checks the room to make sure | didn't steal anything. But, despite the twinge in my groin, l'm 
not sure if | really want him to. At least not right now. | shouldn't even be entertaining these fantasies. Just 
because we made up and came to an understanding doesn't necessarily mean that anything between us has 


changed. 
To both my frustration and relief, James plops down onto the sofa 


"My youngest made that at Build-A-Bear." He points to the blue-uniformed plush in my hands. "Gave it to me 


for safe-keeping when she went away to college.” 
"Looks just like you," | joke. 

"Which, the bear or my kid?" 

"Both. Actually, all of ‘em 


l'm not sure what to think of the fact that he hasn't shooed me out of the room yet. Lars talks about his 
own kids in front of me all the time, so maybe James figures it's no big deal. | still can't help but feel guilty. | 
set the teddy bear carefully back on the desk. That's when | notice the Polaroid tacked to the bulletin board. 
James in uniform, solo this time, standing in front of the height chart used for mug shots. My heart sinks as 
| lean in for a closer look. Something's very wrong with this picture. His cheeks are hollow and unshaven. Above 
them are a pair of glazed, haunted eyes that seem to be staring straight through me while seeing nothing at 


all. 

"James?" 

| don't think I've ever seen anyone look more broken. 

"Yeah?" 

‘Sorry, man, but | gotta ask What's up with this photo? Did you get arrested?" 

James shakes his head. "That was taken right after | stumbled into work and puked my guts out in front of 
my captain. Third time in a month. He could've written me up--or hell, even fired me on the spot--but instead 
he marched me over and took my mug shot. Warned me it could be for real next time if | didn't start making 
some changes in my life. That was when it finally hit me. Not sure how, but it did. | resigned from the force 


the next day and checked myself into rehab. I've kept that photo ever since. It helps hold me accountable for 
my own sobriety. Reminds me of everything | almost lost" 


Damn. | only heard part of this story last time, when James told me where he got the burn scars on his arm. 
He mentioned showing up for duty hung over one too many times. That was all. | assumed he quit drinking 
when he took the chauffeur job with Lars. | had no idea it went as far as rehab. 

"Are you sorry you asked?" he adds with a sad chuckle. 

"Nah..| just feel like an asshole now for pounding all those beers in the limo." 

"Don't. If | couldn't handle it, | wouldn't have offered." 

There's a twinge of guilt as | imagine the case of beer I'd planned to bring home (and down in one sitting) 
before | ran into James at the grocery store. Its echoed by a shameful rumble from my stomach. Shameful, 
because l'm still craving the buzz. Even as that heartbreaking mug shot stares back at me. 

"You weren't." 

Wonder how late that new convenience store near my condo is open 

"What?" 

"Tempted?" 

"By someone drinking in front of me, you mean?" 

| nod. 

"Dave, there was only one kind of temptation in the limo that night, and it didn't come in a bottle." 

Well, fuck. | really didn't mean to bring that up either. Now there's an electric charge in the air between us. | 
feel it crackle along my skin and galvanize my limbs. | need to get out of here. Like, right now. Because if | 
don't... 

“Speaking of bottles, you mind if | grab a water?" 


"Help yourself" 


| hear James settle back into the cushions as | make my retreat. It takes only a few seconds to dig out my 


phone, pull up the Uber app, and summon a ride. 


Unfortunately it's Friday night in Vegas and said ride is still ten minutes away. The hell am | supposed to do in 
the meantime? | could go take another leak. That would kill some time and keep me away from James. Then 


again, | probably shouldn't have my dick in my hand for any reason until I'm safely at home. 


Then what, Grohl? Goma hit the liquor store after all? Spend the rest of the weekend drinking yourself to the 
point of impotence and pack those fifteen pounds right back on? 


No. l'm gonna pull my phone back out and text Kirk. Claim I'm dying of boredom already. See if he'll take pity 


and book me a date for tomorrow night. 

"Can you bring me one too?" James calls. 

“Sure thing.” 

| wish to hell he'd come out here instead. Aside from that Polaroid, my eyes are already aching for another 
glimpse of James in uniform. If | diverted them to his guitar, he would probably offer to let me play. Then | 
would plunk my ass right into that overstuffed couch. It would take a crane to pry me from the cushions once 
| started riffing. 

And that's the tamest possible scenario. 

There's no way around it, however. | can't just sneak out without saying goodbye. Best | can do is make 
excuses for why | have to leave and stick to them like glue. | scribble my initials and cell number on the back 
of a grocery receipt, then make my way back down the hall. James is right where | left him: on the sofa, 
flipping through what appears to be an old photo album. He's so engrossed that | have to clear my throat 
before he glances up. The contentment melts instantly from his face as he takes in my zipped hoodie and bag 
hanging from one elbow. Guilt knots my stomach in turn. 

"You're taking off already?" 

| hand James the water, which he puts aside without breaking eye contact. Thank fuck he doesn't look hurt. 
Just completely confused. | gesture toward the clock and try to keep my tone as sunny and casual as possible, 
despite the clouds roiling in my head. 

"Yeah. | didn't realize how late it was." 

"It's not even eleven" 


"I know, but | decided to get up early and ride my bike. Work off all that barbecue." 


"Do you have to go right this second?" He tilts the album toward me. "I found some more of my old police 


photos. Thought you'd get a kick out of--" 
‘Maybe another time." 


A few of the longest seconds of my life tick by before James replies. "Okay. Can | give you a ride home, at 


least?" 
"| appreciate it, man, but | got an Uber on the way" 

"Did | do something wrong? Or say something?" 

"Nah, its nothing like that 

James rubs the bridge of his nose. “It was the mug shot, wasn't it? All the sobriety stuff" 
just- 


"Please be honest with me. That's all | ask. We already wasted too much time tiptoeing around each other and 


not saying what's really on our minds." 
| told you. It's later than | thought." 


"Bullshit." He looks up at me with gritted teeth and bright, pleading eyes. "Don't do that. Don't go cold on me 


again" 

"Im not, dude. | left you my num-—" 
"Why are you trying to run away?" 
"You know why." 


James grabs for my hand as | turn to leave and catches the bag instead. The heart-shaped box tumbles to 
the floor, its contents rattling like stones. Neither of us moves to pick it up. 


"Tell me anyway." His voice comes out in a strained whisper. "Please." 
"Because it's impossible." 

"What's impossible?" 

"You and me!" 

"Dave, what do you--" 


| put up my hand as James tries to rise from the couch. "You said so yourself. We can't just date like normal 


people. There's a huge conflict of interest that also happens to be the only thing we have in common" 


"You mean Lars?" 


"Obviously." 
Fuck. Now the pain in his eyes is unmistakable. 
"Thought we had a lot more in common than that." 


"That's not what l..look, it doesn't matter. We're business associates. What happened last time was a 


transaction, pure and simple." 

"You want money? I'll get my goddamn checkbook" 

"Every single time?" 

"If thats what it takes." 

"Don't even joke, Hetfield." 

Yet his clenched jaw and shuddering exhale tell me he's dead serious--and that this is my last chance to leave 
with my own composure intact, to say nothing of my own resolve. If he starts crying? Forget it. If he begs me 
to stay, I'm done for. Just like his bank account before too long. James doesn't realize what he's asking. | have 

to be the stronger person here. | refuse to bankrupt him or put both our careers on the line. Ill break my 


heart to bail, but at least we managed to settle our differences. At least we can walk away from each other 


knowing the truth this time. 
"Fine. Tell me what you really want." 


To live in a world where this could actually work. Where we could be together without having to give up 


everything else. That's what | really fucking want. 
"| just want to go home” 

Youre already home. 

"You sure about that?" 

"Sure as lIl ever be. 


The hand reaching toward me drops back into James' lap. He clasps the other around it, as if cradling a wound. 


"Then | won't stop you." 


"Thanks, man." 


Which is the only way | can say I'm sorry without crumbling to pieces. James nods sadly, as if he heard it loud 


and clear. 
"ld ask if | could walk you to the door, but." 
"| know my way out! 

"OF course you do. 


| grab my chance when he finally turns away but make it no further than the front door. Invisible roots have 
sprouted from the soles of my feet. My fingers twist like vines around the knob. Outside, framed by concrete 
pillars and a barred steel railing, is a srmog-choked black square where the sky used to be. No stars. No 
fireworks. Nothing but an emptiness begging to be filled with anything warm and beautiful. The void I've been 
running from for years now has at last surrounded me. James’ doorway is the boundary. The crossroads. | can 


either hurtle myself into the darkness or step back into the light. 


Stop being so melodramatic, | try to tell myself. There's a car waiting somewhere at the edges of the complex. 


All | need to do now is put one leg in front of the other and I'll be on my way home. 


But is it really home? The nondescript condo across town with my name on the lease..is that where | really 


belong? Or is that just where | crash between jobs, numbing my mind and poisoning my liver? 


Not always, but it definitely will be tonight. And | know that I'll never find solace there, or anywhere, if | walk 


out now. 
That's because youre already home. 


| close the door softly again, tears blurring my eyes as | press my palms and forehead to the wood and listen 
to the whisper of my pulse: 


Youre home.. You're home.. You're home. 

Doesn't matter how long it took me to realize that. It only matters that l'm finally here. 

When | pad back down the hallway to James' office, | find him seated at the desk with the photo album open 
before him. He's not looking at it. He's hunched over, face buried in his hands, the tendons in his neck strained 
and quivering. | know that posture all too well. Any moment now, the dam will burst. The sobs will come pouring 
out. Looks like | came back just in time. 


"James?" 


The chair clatters as he jumps to his feet, right hand landing instinctively on his belt. Cop reflexes. Sharp as 


ever, iT seems. 


"You're still here.” 
"Yeah, I'm sorry. |--" 


"Forgot your chocolates." He gestures to the tattered grocery bag hanging from my arm. "I know. | should've 


brought them to you." 

"That's not why | came back." 

"Its not?" 

"No. But you can bring them to me anyway." 

James crosses the room with steps far too hesitant and delicate for a man his size. His calloused, tattooed 
fingers stand out in roughened contrast to the shiny red cellophane. My pulse quickens as | remember what 
they tasted like when he pushed them into my mouth. What they felt like inside me. Every shiver and twinge 
and tingle as they traveled over my body. | feel that same electricity race over the box when James pushes it 
clumsily into my hands. He stands there in silent confusion, clearly waiting for me either to slip the chocolates 
into my bag or to rip off the plastic. 

| toss the box into a nearby chair and go straight for his lips instead. 

They taste like tears, but not for long. | am determined to kiss away every trace of pain and doubt that I've 


inflicted. Doesn't matter if it takes me the rest of the night or the rest of my life. 


To be continued. 


Instantly Amplified 


Author's Notes: 
To anyone reading this chapter amid the heat wave, grab a cold drink, because it\'s about to get even hotter. 


And here is the drawing | used for inspiration during a certain scene. (Just imagine James instead of Taylor.) 


NSFW, obvs. Hope you enjoy! 


Can't just fuck your way to forgiveness, Grohl 


Or so | realize when James winds his fist around my ponytail and pulls us apart. My gasping mouth reaches 


instinctively for his, as though he were my only source of oxygen, but he holds fast 

"You're always running away when things get heavy between us. How do | know you won't do it again?" 
"Because | refuse to keep making the same mistake" 

"Do you have any fucking idea how much | missed you?" he goes on. "Every goddamn night since that first 
one? Every time | held the door and watched you get into that limo? Do you know how hard it is to give up 


hope on someone?" 


Watching those blue eyes swim with tears breaks my heart all over again | reach in vain for his other hand. "I 


know how hard it is to try: 

"So imagine how it feels to get those hopes back up, after all this time, only to watch you-—" 
‘Like absolute hell. | know that, and Im sorry.” 

"| can't keep playing these games, Dave. Im too fucking old’ 

ee 

"And lm too fucking tired” 

"Are you saying you want me to leave?" 


He releases my hair and cups the underside of my chin instead. "I'm saying | want you to stay. | want to show 


you how much | missed you. | want you to let..fuck | just want you." 


The last time James said those four magic words, in the same plaintive and fevered tone, it was strictly 


business. Or so | thought. We were in the back of the limo, arguing over whether or not to pick up where we 


left off before | passed out. | told him he should've asked his boss for a younger escort. James insisted he 
only wanted me. | spent the rest of the ride worrying that he wouldn't stay true to his word. Now listen to us, 
having the same conversation in reverse. 

Isn't it ironic? 

Maybe it is, Alanis. Maybe not. But it's definitely a sign 

"I'm not goin’ anywhere." 

"Promise?" 

| toy with the top button on his denim shirt. Pop it open with the intention of doing something suggestive but 
end up resting my thumb in the hollow of his throat instead. There's plenty | can do with that spot soon 
enough. Right now | just want to linger in the rhythmic warmth of his pulse. 

"You're stuck with me until you kick my ass out." 

Now there's that contented sigh | was hoping for the first time | kissed him. Along with a playful glimmer in 


his eyes and--whoa, what's this now? Only the hungriest grin since | popped a freshly grilled sirloin onto his 


plate a few hours ago. 
"That would be police brutality, wouldn't it?" 
"You tell me. Officer" 

His throaty chuckle goes straight to my groin 


"Don't forget that I'm retired, Grohl" James closes the space between us with a single step. Tightens his grip 
on my jaw and slides his other hand into the small of my back. "At the rank of sergeant." 


"My bad. Can | call you Sarge?" 
"Not unless you want me to gag you" 

Oh HELL yes. When an evening turns around, it really turns around 

"Promise?" 

‘If that's what you want" The wicked smirk is still there, but his tone is more gentle than playful this time. 


"Only thing | care about is making you feel good. All you have to do is say the words, and I'll do whatever it 
takes." 


"What if it's something vanilla?" 

"Like | said" 

"And what if it's something you're not usually into?" 
"Long as it makes you feel good, l'm into it” 


| have a feeling James knows what I'm about to say, but that doesn't stop the rush of heat to my face. 
Luckily I'm far too whiskery at the moment for any blush to show. 


"Make love to me." 

"Done." 

| press my fingers to his lips before he can claim my mouth. "7o me. Let me take your cock this time." 

Those silver eyebrows flick up, and my mind spirals instantly into panic mode. 

"Just this once, and then | swear I'll do whatever you want." 

"Are we on a date?" James asks. 

"Well, yeah. | guess. You invited me over for dinner and now we're about to--" 

| mean like last time." He rubs his fingertips together. "A paid date." 

"Hell no! Its my weekend off, remember?" 

"Then quit worrying about servicing me. That's not why we're here. There are no requirements or expectations 
on my part. All| care about tonight is making you feel good. So how ‘bout you let me take you to the bedroom 
and do exactly that?" 

If we even make it that far. Our mouths are already locked in a frantic, Tongue-heavy kiss, and only when we 
come up gasping for air do we manage to stumble another few feet down the hall before crashing together 
again. By the time we get to the bedroom door, | already have James’ pants tugged halfway down. His cock 
may as well be an ice cream cone on a summer day. As soon as | get my hand around it, | can't resist 
dropping to my knees and diving in for a big, greedy lick. 


"You don't have to.." 


Yeah, | know | don't have to. | just reeeeeaaallly fucking want to. | only had this gorgeous cock in my mouth 
once during the night we spent together, and I've been salivating at the thought all evening long. There's no 


need to tell James any of that. All it takes is a drag of my tongue up the underside of his shaft before he 


slumps against the wall with an obscene groan 

"Fuuuuuuck, Dave. You're gonna make me come." 

"Mmmm-hmmm" 

That's kinda the point. 

"l'm serious" 

So am |. And | get doubly excited when James pulls off my baseball cap and tosses it away like a Frisbee 
because | think he's going to tangle his fingers in my hair. Push my head down until | have no choice but to 
swallow his entire length. No dice. He grips me by the hair, all right, but it's to pull me back instead. A rope of 
saliva slaps me on the chin. | wipe it clumsily with the back of my fist. 

"What's wrong?" 

"Nothing. | just don't wanna come yet." 

"But | thought..y'know, since it's been a while.. 

A knowing grin spreads across his face. "Don't worry. I'll be able to last 

"Yeah, but." 


You're so fucking delicious 


"Trust me, baby. It hasn't been as long as you think" He pulls me to my feet, then backs me gently against the 


wall in his place. Now it's my turn to groan as he palms my bulge. "Still want me inside you?" 
"Like crazy, you fucking tease." 

"That's what | thought. You wanna come with my dick up your ass?" 

l'm about to come from the dirty talk alone. "Will you get that goddamn door open already?" 
"tll take that as a yes." 


How did | forget what a sneaky, sadistic fucker James could be? Just look how effortlessly he turned my 


impatience around on me. Made me literally beg for what Id been withholding from him just moments before. 


How did | forget just how much | missed these little games? 


Thankfully he doesn't try to rub it in or draw it out. Within seconds of the door flying open, I'm completely 
naked and the mattress is bouncing from the impact of my body. 


| don't get much of a look at the room itself before James is looming over me, cock in hand and his knees 
pinning my hips to the bed. What view | have is lit only by a warm orange glow coming from the adjoining 
bathroom. | can't tell if it's a night-light or a candle. I'm equally unsure if the mood lighting was deliberately 


planned or just a coincidence. 


Either way, its perfect. | no longer feel self-conscious about my messy hair or the dark circles under my 


eyes that I'd normally hide with a sweep of foundation, but | can still see as much of James as | want. 
Except that he's wearing another damned undershirt. 

"C'mon, man. Don't keep me waiting." 

He hooks his fingers under the hem, then sighs. 

"Afraid I'm not in the kind of shape | used to be." 

"None of us are," | assure him. 

"| mean since we were last together." 

"Like | said." 


Every bashful tug at his shirt tugs at my heart in turn. James sighs again, scoots backward on the bed, and 
yanks the thin cotton over his head. 


"I think I've gained every single pound that you've lost" 


Is he a bit thicker than | remember? Possibly. But all | can see is that same soft, pillowy belly | fell in love 
with last time, still begging me to bury my face in it. 


"What do you think?" he whispers. 

"That you'd better get that hot fucking body back here before | cream all over myself 

Impatient little harlot that | am, | hook my legs around James’ torso before he can answer and pull us 
together. Wiggle my asshole against his balls. m not just trying to prove a point. | literally can't fucking help it. 


He's all | want in the world right now. 


So maybe | should quit chuckling as he reaches in vain for the bedside drawer and let him grab the lube 


already. Alternately, | could wait until--hell yeah, there it is!--he swats me on the flank to loosen my grasp. 
| close my eyes and luxuriate in the sting as a drawer bangs open and a cap is popped from a bottle nearby. 
Take away vision, and every other sensory experience is instantly amplified. It's one of the many reasons | love 
blindfolds so much. Hopefully James still has at least one black bandanna lying around. 

"How long has it been?" 

"Waaaaayyy too fuckin’ long," | groan. 

| hear ya" James rests my ankles on his shoulders, then lifts my hips. "Toss me that pillow, okay?" 

The gentleness and patience in his touch bring tears of gratitude to my eyes. | keep them closed through 
every twinge of pain, every involuntary hiss and clench, every reassuring whisper that soon has me moaning 
shamelessly and writhing against his fingers, not wanting to ruin any of it with awkwardness. 

"Dave?" 


"Mmmm... 


When the fingers withdraw and aren't immediately replaced with the head of his cock, my hungry moan turns 
impatient. 


"Look at me." 


A firm tone ensures immediate compliance, and James knows it, but his expression when | open my eyes is 


loving and expectant. 
‘I'm sorry we didn't do this the first time you asked me to.” 
"Do you remember me complaining?" 


'| was being greedy," he goes on, "and I've spent every night since then regretting it. Thank you for giving me 


another chance." 

"Likewise." 

"You ready?" 

| let my eyes flutter closed again. “Baby, | was born ready." 


"Then look at me. Please." 


The vulnerability in his voice chases away any shame I'd otherwise feel as a tear escapes my eye at last. 
James wants to be seen. Fully, and without any pretense. Maybe that's what I've been craving all this time as 
well. Maybe that's why we missed each other so goddamn much. 


| slide my fingers between his as he rolls a condom down his shaft, then grasp his wrist in assurance. The 
tendons are rope-tight despite the gentleness of his motions. He's obviously worried about hurting me by 
entering too hard or too fast. Literally straining himself to keep his eagerness in check. I'd tell him to relax, but 
the truth is that l'm nervous too. There's a huge difference between the dildoes I've ridden (while fantasizing 
about this very moment) and a flesh-and-blood cock whose movements are beyond my control. What makes 
the latter a thousand times more exciting also makes it challenging. The funny thing about bodies--particularly 
assholes--is that they usually have a mind of their own. We're both expecting mine to clench reflexively at 


the invasion. 
Instead, it swallows his entire shaft as soon as James eases the head inside. 
See what | mean? 


"Fuck!" Now he's frantically trying to blink the panic from his eyes. Or trying not to come. Impossible to tell 
which. "Holy fuck, Dave. You weren't kidding about wanting me inside you." 


Call me Grohl, | wish | could beg, but I've already lost control of my vocal cords. All | hear is an animal groan 
that seems to be vibrating instead from every nerve in my body. My desperate hands flail in search of flesh. 
They sink into tattooed flanks with a ferocity that makes James hiss and buck against my prostate. Somehow | 
manage not to howl or erupt all over him. Probably because he has a death grip on the base of my cock. 
"Aw, yeah..right there, baby.keep hitting me right there." 

James catches my hips before | can piston them accordingly. "Mightve lied about my endurance." 

"Same here." 

"You're so fuckin’ tight, | don't know how long I'm gonna last." 

Me either. | bend my parted knees to my chest so that James can drop forward, then wrap them around his 
back. He groans as my heel grazes his puckered opening. | do it again just to hear the sound. Dig my fingers 
into his shoulders this time and arch my entire body against his. 


"Then come for me, baby. We got all night” 


"All night," James echoes into my open mouth, his last words before our tongues twist together and he really 


starts pounding into me. 


Damn near pounds me straight off the bed, in fact. My head lolls into empty air when James pulls back to 


catch a breath. | panic, thinking we're both about to fall, and tighten my legs as my fingernails scrabble for 
purchase. Only when his fist leaves my cock and grips the edge of the mattress do | relax again He's got me. 
Neither of us are going anywhere now. 

"You first," he grunts. 

"What?" 


"You come first." 


| hope that was a command, because one drag of those massive teeth up the length of my throat is all it 


takes to reduce me to a shuddering, moaning wreck. 


There's no telling how long we stay like this--James sprawled on top of me, drenched and spent, panting into 
the hollow beneath my jaw--before either of us manages to speak 


"Did you mean what you said?" 


| feel my hand float from his back and alight in his hair, fingertips combing through the thick silvery strands. 


His purr sends a fresh tingle along my skin. 
"Every single word." 
"So you'll stay the night?" 


"Damn straight. I'm too blissed out to fuckin’ move." Then, realizing how that might sound, | wrap my limbs 
around him in reassurance. "But there's nowhere else I'd rather be." 


"Same here." 


And yet he has the nerve to hoist himself from the bed right after he says it, leaving me cold and whining in 
protest. Thankfully he's only gone for a second. He comes back with a glass of water in hand. The other is 
toweling ropes of come from his chest. | can only imagine how mine must look. Not to mention the pillow and 
comforter. I've gotten far too accustomed to five-star hotels where soiled bedclothes are someone else's 


problem. 

‘Laundry bill's on me, dude." 

"Don't worry about it" 

James says it with a gentle chuckle as he sits down to wipe me clean. | missed this part last time because | 


passed out in the limo. Speaking of second chances. And gratitude. His motions are so soothing that | could melt 
straight into the bed and so loving that it almost hurts. | catch his arm as he moves to stand up again. 


"Promise me something, okay?" 
He cocks an eyebrow. 

"Don't let me get used to this." 
"To what?" 


"This." | roll off the pillow and burrow my way under the sheets. Holy fuck, do they feel good. They smell just 


like him too. "I'm already way more comfortable than | should be." 

James tosses the wadded towel into a corner. "Like | said, don't worry about it" 

"But I'll have to eventually. So will you." 

"The key word here being eventually 

Which means Monday, at the latest. That's when Lars and his wife are scheduled to return from Hawaii and 
undoubtedly expecting their chauffeur to be waiting at the airport. Meanwhile, I'll be strutting my way in a 
designer suit through the casino or club of my next clients choosing. Back to work for both of us. 

"What | mean is, we have to be careful. We can't let this become too much of a thing." 


Says who? 


Seriously. As long as neither of our respective bosses finds out, what's actually stopping us? | can stay on the 


down-low if James can. 
"Dave. Do | have to say it a third time? Dont--" 


"Worry about it. | know." | pull back the sheet and pat the mattress beside me. "And call me Grohl." 


To be continued. 


Dubious Distinctions 


Author's Notes: 
w\"source: 


| expected last night's lust-fueled recklessness to dissolve into regret while | slept. Instead | wake up smiling for 
the first time in ages. Gone are the hesitations that almost drove James and | apart for the second time, 
replaced with placid curiosity over why we let these worries stop us in the first place. Sneaking around is only 
a problem if either of our bosses finds out. As long as we're careful, we can still have our proverbial cake and 


eat it too. 


Not that we do much talking about it. James rouses me with gentle kisses to the back of my neck that deepen 
into nibbles as | lean into him, purring contentedly. His cock slides in effortlessly this time. We made love last 
right to the point of literal exhaustion and, for all | know, fell asleep while he was still inside me. Now we're 


picking up right where we left off. In more ways than one. 
"Still up for that bike ride?" he asks afterward, while I'm still face-down and panting into the drenched sheets. 
"l'm up for any kind of ride you want, if my legs still work" 


They do. At least enough to steer James into the shower, where | spend the next half hour imagining we're in 
the police locker room as | pin his hands to the tile with my fists and hammer him from behind. Normally l'm 
what's known as a submissive top--the one who's immobilized or otherwise relinquishes control while the client 
takes my cock. I'd almost forgotten how good it feels to surrender completely. Apparently so has James. He 
comes so hard when | finally give him permission that | have to soap him up all over again. 


Its well after noon by the time we finally sit down for breakfast. | wish to hell my Harley wasn't in the shop, 
because I'm not sure my sore ass and already-strained calves can handle a bicycle right now. That, and I'd give 
anything to feel the weight of James’ body behind me. Or in front of me. Even better. We could cruise those 
same desert roads we traveled in the limousine--bodies pressed tight, wind in our hair, and no chance of 
interruptions from the front seat. 

"Ever think of buying a motorcycle to match that biker ‘stache of yours?" 


James gives a playful snort. "Like | don't spend enough time on the road between my truck and the limo?" 


"All l'm saying is you'd look damn good straddling a Harley. You should start dropping hints to your boss before 


August rolls around" 


"But | already know what | want for my birthday this year." 


Before | can tease him about being predictable, he's clearing the table and hauling me out of the chair. Not for 
the reasons you'd think. Turns out he's serious about the bicycle ride. He borrows his neighbor's BMX and 
loans me his, and soon we're chasing each other leisurely along dirt trails about a mile from his apartment. My 
aching muscles only complain until they realize how much the rest of me is enjoying the ride. | breathe the 
desert wind deep into my lungs and feel that same soothing premonition of change | remember from our first 


right together. Wonder if James feels it too. 


| never get around to asking. Partly because I'm afraid of jinxing myself, and partly because | fall asleep the 
second our asses hit the couch. | wake up a few hours later, alone, to a sticky note on the IV screen 


‘Gone for groceries. F you can work your barbecue magic on chicken this time, HI make it VERY worth your while." 


You bet your sweet ass | can. 


"So what's my reward?" 

James tears the last sliver of meat from the bone. "Reward?" 

"Yeah. For being your personal pit master two nights in a row." 

"Don't you mean punishment?" 

"Aw, come on. That chicken was immaculate. | should open my very own--" 


He holds up a pair of handcuffs that he must have hidden in his lap. Lets them dangle from one finger, glinting 
in the light like a hypnotist's watch. They have the very same effect too. 


"Holy shit. Are those police-issue?" 

"ll ask the questions around here, Grohl.” 

Instantly my cock stiffens. 

"What, uh..what are the charges, Officer?" 

James rises from the chair, stone-faced, shoulders squared, fists clutching his belt on either side of the 
buckle. Fuck help me, he's about eight feet tall now. Looming over me with a look in his eyes sure to freeze 


the blood of anyone else in his custody. 


"That's Sergeant to you." 


| swallow hard. Not just because l'm salivating, but because he really is one intimidating motherfucker. 
"Sergeant. Listen, if this is about the asparagus, | can explain" 


"Is about the vegetation in your car. Specifically the ten pounds of marijuana that my K4 found stashed in 
the trunk" He plants both palms on the table and leans down. "Care to explain that?" 


Oh man. This is too fucking good to be true. Almost makes me wish I'd dealt pot for real on the streets of San 
Francisco back in the day. 


"Dunno what you're talking about." 

He hauls me to my feet. 

"Okay, okay! | know it's back there, but it's not mine. | swear. 

"Then whose is it?" 

"| loaned the car to my buddy Chris. Must be his." 

Caught in a lie. | can tell by the way James--| mean Sergeant Hetfield--cocks his head knowingly. 


"Technically, you're right. Chris was the one who grew it. But you were the one who bought his entire harvest 


with the intent to distribute." 

"How the hell do you know that?" 

Oops. Just gave myself away like a chump. 

"He told us everything this morning at the station" 
"That fucker sold me out? I'll kill him!" 


Sergeant Hetfield plants his hand against my chest. "Easy there, Grohl. You're in enough trouble without adding 


malicious threats to your list of charges." 
"Doesn't matter. You'll never prove any of it in court" 


That stony expression gives way to a smirk as his blue eyes travel the length of my body. "Or we could leave 


the courts out of this entirely. What do you say?" 


Hell yeah. Now we're talking! 


"| say that you're a twisted, depraved sex maniac hiding behind a badge." And puff up my chest until it 
touches his. "Am | wrong, Sarge?" 


That gets me exactly what | was fishing for--a black bandanna stuffed into my mouth, just like he warned me 
would happen. Then he orders me to turn around, fingers laced behind my head, and pats me down with 
criminal thoroughness. To say nothing of the strip search I'm subjected to after he marches me into the 
bedroom. 

Turns out there's a second pair of cuffs in the nightstand drawer. Once my wrists are shackled to the bed 
posts, Sergeant Hetfield nods approvingly. I'm left to salivate into the gag while he takes his sweet time 
unbuckling his belt. He pulls the bandanna from my mouth at the same time he reaches into his pants. 

"You must reeeeaaally want to stay out of jail Tonight.” 

Impossible to say which drives me crazier: the icy whisper, or the way his thumbnail keeps trailing up the slit 
of his cock | don't realize I'm mesmerized until he snaps his fingers. All it takes to get back into character are 
a vigorous nod and a note of desperation in my voice. My eyes are already wide as saucers. 

"| wouldn't last an hour behind bars. I'm way too pretty.’ 

Cue that wicked fucking grin | love so much. 

"Sounds like we're in agreement in more ways than one." 


"Please, Sergeant, I'll do anything. Whatever it takes!" 


"That's what | like to hear." He straddles me and pushes his jeans past his hips. "Now be a good little perp and 
open that sweet mouth for me." 


| hope he wouldn't rather | put up more of a fight. I'm complying way too enthusiastically to play a convincing 


criminal. 
"Not so fast there, Grohl." 


He pulls back just as my outstretched tongue brushes the head of his cock. The subsequent groan and 
frustrated jerk of the chains are 100% real. 


"What's your safe word?" he asks. 
"Same as last time." 


Foo Fighter. A nickname coined by allied pilots during World War Il for unidentified flying objects sighted during 


air missions. Too ridiculous sounding to forget once you've heard it. Therefore, the perfect safe word. 

"And what about the nonverbal signal?" 

| stamp my foot three times against the mattress. 

"Very good." Sergeant Hetfield gives my chin an affectionate squeeze--then chuckles at the pained whimper as 


he twists his fingers into my hair. "Now. You have the right to remain silent, but | certainly won't hold it 
against you if you choose to waive that right" 


By the time midnight rolls around, Grohl the Pot Dealer has been released without charges (after the evidence 
against him mysteriously disappeared) and Sergeant Hetfield has gone back into retirement. In their place are 
Dave and James, snuggled together in the latter's bed. The muted television is tuned to Live PD. I'm only half 
watching as | luxuriate in the pulsing blue silence. | didn't know it was possible to feel this pampered and 
satisfied outside of a luxury hotel room, or so deeply at peace without a drop of alcohol in my system. | wish 
so badly | could say that to James without feeling self-conscious. | wish he could read my thoughts right now 
so | don't have to. The last thing | want to do is ruin the moment by opening my mouth. 

"Dave?" 

"Mmmm?" 

James reaches up to caress my hair. "Something on your mind?" 

"Plenty. But don't worry, it's all good." 


"You sure?" 


He may not be straight-up telepathic, but he sure is perceptive. | wonder if he really is that tuned in to me 
or if thats just his nature. Cop instincts and all. 


"Just trying to find a non-cheesy way to say this is the best weekend ever" 
"Ever? As in your whole entire life?" 
| reach back and elbow him playfully. "As in recent memory. Don't go getting a big head there, Hetfield." 


"Either way, that's..wow. That's awesome. | wanted to make you feel as good as you deserve, and | was afraid | 


wouldn't be able to do that." 


"You did that just by coming up to me at the grocery store.” 


"What're you saying--that | had you at hello?" 


My attempted groan comes out more as an appreciative chuckle. "Congratulations. You've just outed yourself 


as a romantic comedy fan. The most dubious of distinctions." 

"C'mon. Jerry Maguire is a sports movie. Everyone knows that.” 

‘Its a rom-com disguised as a sports movie. Big difference." 

"Agree to disagree." 

"As long as you don't start quoting Pretty Woman" | tease right back. "I'll make your ass sleep on the couch." 
We fall back into a contented silence. Its only when the cops onscreen discover an open container during a 
traffic stop that | remember I've been sober for two whole days now. Speaking of dubious distinctions. Then | 
wonder why l'm using the word "sober" and whether the term even applies to someone like me--as opposed to 
someone like James. Someone who deliberately stopped drinking because their addiction was destroying their life. 
Not someone who foregoes drinking for one weekend out of simple courtesy. 

But what if it isn't just simple courtesy? 

What if my choice of words isn't a coincidence? What if James and | have more in common that | thought? 

| mean, let's be completely fucking honest here. | wouldn't have had "just a beer or two" if I'd gone home last 
night. | would've plowed my way through an entire case. Maybe even cracked the seal on a bottle of tequila 
Spent Friday and Saturday nights in a haze and Sunday nursing myself back to health. Nothing to do with 
relaxation or fun. Everything to do with keeping the heartache at bay. 

Maybe its time to say out loud what I've been afraid to admit to myself. 

"Think | might have a drinking problem." 

An electrical charge fills the silence that follows, but not as charged as | feared. Nor does the silence stretch 
any longer than it takes for James to prop himself onto an elbow behind me. His tone is gentle and mercifully 
patient. 

"What makes you say that?" 


"Remember when | tried to bail last night?" 


"Yeah." 


‘| was gonna head straight for the liquor store and spend the rest of the weekend getting completely fucked 
up. At home. By myself" 


"Because you were upset about our conversation?" James asks. 

| nod. 

"Is that usually how you cope with difficult situations?" 

"There's no usually about it, because | work too damn much to get into difficult situations." Cue uncomfortable 
laughter and the phantom taste of beer bile in the back of my throat. "Last time | got really pissed off about 
something, | was in the middle of a date." With Lars, when he mentioned that James had a boyfriend. Details | 
leave out now only to spare James the guilt. "| didn't raid the minibar, but | also didn't turn down any of the 
drinks offered to me. Then | overcompensated by lavishing extra attention on my date." 


"Overcompensated because you felt guilty for drinking?" 


"Because | didn't want my date to know | was distracted." | sigh. "But maybe the guilt was part of it too. | 
dunno. Haven't really thought about it until now." 


"What about the time before that?" 


When James started growing cold toward me. Yeah. Not gonna guilt him with that memory either, but | will be 


honest about my reaction 


"Spent my nights off partying as hard as | could without actually fucking myself up. Played it off as everything 


except what it actually was." 
"And what was it?" 
"A way to distract myself from reality." 


If James suspects l'm talking about him, he thankfully keeps it to himself. "Have these tendencies gotten worse 


over time?" 

| shake my head. "I've actually cut way, way back this last year. Been on kind of a fitness kick" 
He gives my bicep an affectionate squeeze. "I've noticed” 

"My metabolism's not what it used to be." 


"Join the club." 


"Gotta keep my energy and stamina up, especially with all these new clients." 


"Yeah, | was kinda curious about that. Kirk doesn't strike me as a slave driver. Furthest thing from, in fact. Is 


he pushing you to take on a bigger clientele, or are you?" 

Defensiveness creeps up at last, but I'm able to recognize and hold it at bay. 
"Its not Kirk" 

"Are you enjoying the workload?" James asks. 


"Has its moments," | joke, "and my bank account is overjoyed. Seriously, | can't complain. | just worry I'm doing 


it all for the wrong reason." 

"Distraction?" 

"Bingo." 

"From what, do you think?" 

Up until last night, the answer seemed obvious. | thought my discontentment began and ended with my 
estrangement from James. Now l'm starting to realize that was only part of the problem. Especially since my 
last birthday rolled around. 

"Age. Ambivalence. Existential angst. Y'know, all the usual suspects." 

| hear ya." 

| swore that turning fifty wouldn't fuck with my head." 

"We all do," James replies, “until it actually happens." 

‘| mean, realistically speaking, how many more years do | have in this line of work? Two, three..five at most?" 
"Not sure I'm the best person to ask" 

‘Im the oldest member of the agency," | go on. "Except for Nate, but he's been hitting the Botox hard these 
last few years, so | still /ook like the oldest. | guess my last birthday really hammered it home. No matter how 


well | take care of myself, my days as an escort are numbered." 


James’ fingers twine into mine. "For what it's worth, I've heard a lot of cops worry about the same thing when 


they get close to retirement age." 


Makes sense. Makes perfect sense, actually, despite being completely opposite professions in every other way. 
Doesn't matter if it's a badge and bulletproof vest or a designer suit and G-string. Wear a uniform long 
enough and you forget who you are without it. At the very least, you have no idea who you'll be once you 
hang it up for the last time. 

And there it is. The question | struggled with but could never put into words, until now. 

"The hell am | gonna do after that?" 


"You serious?" James asks. "With your business sense and barbecue skills, you could be the next celebrity 


chef. Open your own restaurant. Start your own cooking show." 
"In another lifetime, maybe." 
"What's wrong with this one?" 


He must be getting sleepy. The answer would otherwise be painfully obvious. | wouldn't be in business for an 


hour before someone dug up the dirt on how | used to make a living, 

"Maybe start with something more modest, like a food truck" 

"Hell yeah! There you go." 

If only it were that simple. Not financially speaking--| have no shortage of potential investors, including Client 
+¢]--but personally. Barbecue is a hobby. A weekend passion at most. | can't imagine it bringing me the kind of 
excitement l'm used to, or feeling at home the way | always have in this profession 

"| dunno, man." 

"That's okay. No need to make up your mind right away." 

| roll onto my back and heave a weary sigh. "I really do love this job, fucked-up as that may sound." 


"Nothin wrong with that" 


"There have been some moments I'd rather forget, sure, but otherwise? I'm not ready to leave. Not by a long 


shot." 
"Wanna know what's gotten me through times like these?" 


l'm not usually one for unsolicited advice. But after seeing that photograph of James at his lowest and knowing 


how far he's come since that point, | can't think of a more apt or welcome perspective. 


"I'm all ears." 


‘Its all about faith," he says. "Trust in the universe to bring you to the right path at the right time. Trust 


your own intuition to recognize the signs." 

My intuition is spot-on when it comes to sex and keeping my clients satisfied Otherwise? Hit and miss. Mostly 
the latter these days. James clearly has more faith in me than | have in myself. By the time | come up with a 
reply that doesn’t sound hollow or ungrateful, he's already fallen asleep. 


| hope you're part of that plan," | whisper. 


No reply. Just a snore that sounds more like the purr of an oversized cat. Might not be an affirmation, but I'll 
take it all the same. | pull the duvet over us and purr right back as his arm slides around me. 


Don't let yourself get used fo this, Grohl 


Too late. 


To be continued. 


The Real Score 


Author's Notes: 
Back to work for Dave and James. Two more chapters to go. Should | be content warning for 420? Because 
there's, like, a lot of it in this chapter. 


Love ‘em and leave ‘em. 


Or so it might appear at first glance when | tiptoe out of James' apartment the next morning while he's stil 
fast asleep. But the note | leave folded on the pillow contains the recipe for my otherwise top secret 
homemade barbecue sauce. No regretful goodbyes. Just a not-so-subtle dinner request for the next time we 


meet. 


The only reason I'm bailing so soon is to avoid the temptation to spend one more night together. James has to 
pick his boss up from the airport first thing Monday morning. | can't risk making him late. If he showed up 

rushed and disheveled, Lars would inevitably tease him for details, and James would be forced to bluff. Doesn't 
matter that he's as perversely excited as | am about sneaking around. | still refuse to put him in any awkward 


positions if | can help it. 
I'm also fully prepared to take the heat, should either of us eventually slip up. 


| catch an Uber home. Spend the rest of the morning swimming in my condo complex's pool and tidying the 
place up. I've just plopped my ass, fresh from the shower, onto the couch when my phone buzzes. It's a text 
from Al. Short for Alan, James' middle name. He has me similarly listed as Eric, should Client +71 happen to 


catch a glimpse of his phone screen. 
> When's your next day off? 


| can't help but chuckle as | pull up my calendar. James has as much of a one-track mind as | do. Not even a 


single scold for my disappearing act. 
| Wednesday. 
> Shit, cant make that. What about the following Monday? 


We go back and forth several times before hitting the jackpot on a Thursday, three weeks away. It's already 
obvious that my eternally full dance card is the real obstacle to us seeing each other more than once a 
month. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, but it also makes the balls grow bluer. I'll have to find some 
convincing excuse to free up time in my schedule. Something that doesn't make me sound old and tired that 


Kirk will still accept without questions asked. 


| h the meantime, there's always Skype. 

> How about Face lime? 

An hour later, l'm sprawled out, panting with exhaustion and wondering why | bothered showering to begin with. 
James insists that | pan the phone over my naked body so he can survey the damage. Then, both cruelly and 
mercifully, he bids me farewell. 

| luxuriate in the afterglow until my belly starts rumbling too loudly to ignore. | order up a pizza and tell them 
to leave it outside the door. That way | don't even have to clean myself up. | can pretend James just paid me a 
visit. Used me roughly and selfishly and left me covered in my own cum. The very thought has me reaching 
again for my phone. Probably best | remove the temptation | shuffle into the bedroom, plug it into the bedside 
charger, and feel my heart skip a beat as the screen lights up with a new message. 

From Kirk 

> Whats up with these Uber charges? Thought | gave you the weekend off. 


Followed by a screenshot detailing Friday's no-show and this morning's ride home. Oh, fuck | must have left my 
app open to the agency's account instead of logging in to my personal account instead. Shit. All that talk with 
James about being careful and discreet, and I've already blown our cover--to my own fucking boss, no less. 


Shit, shit, SHIT! 


Calm down, | tell myself. Kirk doesn't know whose address that is. Play it cool, and he won't have any reason to 


look it up. Hts not like | make a habit of using company resources for myself 

| My bad Forgot to switch to my own account HI pay you back 

> Don't worry about it Mistakes happen 

| Thanks, man 

> Just get some rest Busy week ahead 

Gone is the panic as quickly as it came, replaced not with calm but with a different sort of endorphin rush 


entirely. One that | haven't felt since | was a teenager with a fake ID and emerged triumphantly from the 


convenience store with a case of beer for my friends. I'd forgotten how good it feels to get away with shit. 
A little too good, if I'm being honest: 


But that's okay. Nothing wrong with a danger kink unless it gets me (or anyone | care about) in actual trouble. | 


wouldn't have gotten this far professionally without a knack for transforming my riskier impulses into safe but 


inventive ways to please my clients. | can feel it already. The illicit thrill of having a secret, racing through my 
mind and galvanizing my nerves. | almost wish it were tomorrow night already so that | could channel this 
energy into driving my date absolutely wild. 

| pick up the phone and shoot Kirk another text. 

| Got anyone freaky for me this week? 

When he responds a few minutes later in the affirmative, I'm oddly disappointed that it isn't Lars. Now that 
would be flirting with danger. Literally. | haven't put my poker face to the test since the last time |, well, 
played poker. 

| How about Client #7? 

> He's booked with Wiley next Saturday. 


Bummer. I'd propose a switch, but my Saturday client would never agree. That's when | have an even better 


idea. 

| Do me a favor. Ask if he's free Wednesday night. 
The look on Kirk's face right now must be priceless. 
> But that's your night off. 


| Yeah, but | miss the kinky litte fucker. Tell him that. Use those exact words 


| can practically hear the eyeroll. | know it's accompanied by a sly grin, because | know Kirk. And Kirk knows me. 
We both know that my brazenness will pay off in spades. 


Sure enough, there's a calendar notification waiting when | check my phone again an hour later. 

Much as I'm tempted to text James, I'm not hopelessly impulsive. His boss will give him the good news soon 
enough. Meanwhile, | have a pizza to polish off and equally cheesy sci-fi to binge watch. Gotta make the most 
of my last night off for a week. It's after midnight by the time | hit the sheets. | wake up the next morning, 
just as I'd hoped, with a message from "Al": 

-- Well played See ya Wednesday. 

No reply needed My hand moves instead to my already-hard cock. 


And so the game begins. 


Turns out the most effective way to bluff is also the simplest. All we have to do is be ourselves. Our usual, 
seemingly-opposite selves. The man of few words and even fewer expressions greets the eternally grinning life 
of the party with a dry "Mr. Grohl" as he opens the limousine door. When | clap him playfully on the shoulder 
and ask how's it going, his response is an equally dry "can't complain" Then | climb in, followed by his boss, and 
| don't see the chauffeur's stony face again until we arrive at the Luxor. We lock eyes for the half second it 
takes to step out. | let mine dart to his crotch as he tells me to enjoy the evening, then right back up as | 
reply, "you too." 


As far as Client +] is aware, nothing has changed. From the doorman's perspective, its just another weeknight 
visit from a celebrity high roller and one of his many paid companions. Only James and | know the real score. 
We've already resolved not to speak a word about it, not even via text, until the next time we meet in person. 


Which is still more than two weeks away. Had | not given up my only evening off this week, it would be closer 


to three. 
Are a couple fleeting glimpses of those baby blues really worth the sacrifice? 
Hell yeah. You bet the whole fucking house they are. 


Lars would agree, if only he knew. He spanks away any guilt | might otherwise feel about fooling him in a 
matter of seconds once we get to the penthouse suite. 


Do | wish it were James’ palm against my bare ass? No, because I'll be getting plenty of that soon enough (and 
because Lars, retired tennis pro, still has the wickedest swing in Vegas). But | do imagine James imagining me. | 
imagine him deep in the bowels of the parking garage, behind the wheel of his darkened limousine, eyes closed 
and mouth agape as he strokes himself in perfect rhythm with the blows raining against my skin. | imagine him 
taking the long way home so he can bask in the afterglow--radio blaring, windows down, shaggy silver hair 
ruffling in the wind. He'll wake up tomorrow morning to a photo of my reddened cheeks. Just this once. A single 
taste to stoke his hunger. 


It works. James is so ravenous when | show up on his doorstep two weeks later that | almost have to cancel 


my weekend dates afterward because | can barely fucking walk. 


What | didn't bank on was the sheer size of Lars’ appetite. Sure, he's always been insatiable when it comes to 
escorts, but he's also fickle as hell and practically trips over his own dick chasing fresh meat. And sure, he 
and | go way back, but we've also fucked so many times that | assumed he was stroking my ego every time 
he assured me | was still his favorite. Maybe | stroked his ego right back with my invitation Maybe | was so 
damn good that | re-cemented my status. Either way, he's suddenly all over my calendar again He even outbid 


several of my other clients to get there. 


The promise of stolen glances and feigned indifference thrills me at first, but excitement quickly sharpens into 


paranoia. | ask James if there's any chance Lars knows about us. He assures me that Lars has given no such 


hint, if he does. | ask again after our next charade and get the same answer. 


But then Lars begins alternating between the limousine and one of his many personal cars when he picks me up 
for dates. He even lets me take said cars for a spin along the outskirts of the city, which used to be the 
rarest of treats. Now it's every time he shows up sans James. He doesn't just offer--he practically insists. | 
can't tell if he's getting me revved up, pun intended, on my own automotive fetish so that I'l be even more 
excited in bed or if he's testing me somehow. Waiting for me to slip up. Despite James’ assurances that Lars is 
still acting no different on his end, | can't help overthinking whenever I'm not otherwise occupied. | keep waiting 
for Lars to catch me off guard. To drop a certain name into our conversations just to see how I'll react. | also 


warn myself not to get complacent if he doesn't. 

Some things are easier said than done. Especially when you're playing with a professional gambler. 

One night, Lars and | are sitting in his Aston Martin at the edge of the desert, passing a blunt back and forth 
after we sucked each other off. Between the weed and the sex and the smell of fine European leather, l'm 
riding one hell of an endorphin high. My eyes are lost among the stars. My ears are tuned to the key of the 
wind. Our conversation is happening somewhere in the background, like music from another room. | only feel my 
lips move whenever | toke. My voice belongs to a body that | no longer fully inhabit. Right now it's singing the 
praises of this gorgeous car. 

"You really wanna get off?" Lars asks. 

His pants are still unzipped. My hand slides instinctively inside. "That a rhetorical question?" 

"Get James to take you for a spin" 

My heart drops into my gut just as a bright red star falls from the sky. 

Then | feel a sting on my thigh and realize it wasn't a meteor at all. | dropped the goddamn blunt. Thank fuck 
for automatic reflexes (and the fact that we're baked out of our minds). The blunt is between my lips again 
before Lars can even notice. 

He notices a second later when | toke too hard in panic and practically hack up a lung. 


"Yokay?" 


"Shit snuck up on me, that's all" | take a chug of water, which | forgot was sparkling, and damn near choke on 


the bubbles too. At least | don't drop the whole damn bottle this time. "What were you sayin?" 


"That James has a ‘52 Ford pickup he just finished restoring. Absolute beauty. Custom paint job and 
everything." 


Metallic purple, to be exact, with white and gold pinstripes. Yep. I've already seen that baby up close and 


personal in every sense of the term. Even nicknamed her "The Purple People Eater" for exactly the reasons 


you'd imagine. 
"No kidding. Shoulda known he was a gearhead." 
"Oh yeah, he's got it even worse than you. You should ask for a ride sometime." 


| honestly can't tell if Lars is fucking with me or if the paranoia's kicking in. | take one last toke just to play it 


cool. Any more, and | wouldn't trust myself. 

"Careful using words with double meanings around a mind as dirty as this one." | tap my forehead, then 
stretch my mouth into what | hope is a disarmingly suggestive grin. Emphasis on hope. "You know better than 
anyone how | get around a gorgeous set of wheels." 

And eyes, and hands, and legs, and teeth.. 

"How's that?" Lars asks. 

"The opposite of professional." 


He snort-laughs a cloud of smoke. "Like anything could embarrass James at this point." 


"Never underestimate the shock value of a grown man humping the hood of a truck. Unless it's parked on 


Fremont and I'm charging twenty bucks a photo." 

"Can | give him your number?" 

If there's an upside to weed panic, its that I'm already hanging on every word. Fifteen minutes earlier, | 
wouldve been too blissed out to see the trick for what it is and blurted out "already got it” like a fucking idiot. 
Instead | play dumb. But not too dumb. 

"What for?" 

"So he can send you some photos." Lars chuckles at my cocked eyebrow. "Truck photos, you pervert” 

"Hey, porn is porn 


"Wanted to make sure it was okay first," he adds. "I know you're not always wild about surprises." 


Odd thing to say in an already odd conversation, but whatever. Its a welcome (and long overdue) 


acknowledgment. Even if the sincerity of Lars‘ tone doubles my suspicions. 


"IF | didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to play matchmaker." 


‘Only between a badass ride and someone | know will appreciate it the way it deserves to be appreciated." 


Again with the double meanings. He's trying to wind me up, all right, just like a thrift store guitar. Twisting and 
tweaking until a string snaps loose. 


"When you put it that way, hell yeah. Just make sure any other requests go through Kirk first” 


"Like you even need to tell me that." Lars opens the door long enough to grind what remains of the blunt into 


the sand. "Pretty sure James has a boyfriend anyway." 

"Same one as last year?" 

Cool as a cucumber. I'd pat myself on the back if | could. 

"Dunno," Lars says. "Haven't gotten a name yet if he does, but all the signs are there." 

"Whoa. Serious déjà vu, dude. Can't tell if I'm trippin’ or if we've had this exact conversation before." 

"Like I'm supposed to remember?" 

Just like that, Lars' voice dissolves back into the nocturnal silence from which it materialized. One of the million 
things | love about weed is that you almost never need an excuse to change the subject. Thoughts and words 
ebb and flow like the tide, and that's just the way it is. We ride the endorphin waves as long as they keep 
rolling, then bid farewell to the desert and cruise back into the city. 

| still don't know what to make of Lars offering to give James my number. With any luck, he's already 


forgotten. But | know better than to count on luck. Seems like its working more mysteriously than ever these 


days. 


To be continued. 


King of Unfortunate Timing 
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Downtown Las Vegas 
July 4, 2019 


"It's, uh.itts a lot bigger than | expected." 
"Seriously?" Kirk rolls his eyes. " 7hats your first impression?" 


| glance out at the rooftop terrace--specifically at the ornate stone enclosure that was supposed to contain a 
brand new barbecue grill. The empty hookups stare back mockingly. It almost feels like a sign. Truth is, | don't 
even care about the installation mixup. | love being catered to as much as | love cooking, and Kirk undoubtedly 
has something delicious on the way. Its just a convenient excuse for my distraction and resulting dumbass 


response. 
"C'mon, you know I'm just messing with you. This place is a fucking palace." 


It really is. Nearly twice the size of our previous headquarters, and outfitted in proper Sin City opulence 
instead of deceptively generic corporate decor. I've been urging Kirk to reconsider his office aesthetic for 
years now. Employees and clients alike should feel right at home, but also spoiled and awestruck every time 


they walk in the door. Looks like he finally took my advice to heart. 

"Then what's eating you, besides the lack of eats?" 

"Heat. Dehydration” Not to mention the cryptic text | received from my secret boyfriend on the elevator ride 
up. "Lot harder to stay cool on a Harley in the middle of summer than it is to look cool. Forgot to pack an 


extra water before | hit the road" 


My face must be convincingly red, because Kirk goes from inquisitive to apologetic in no time. "Well, shit. Go 
grab yourself a beer or something, I've got harder stuff too. Full bars both inside and outside." 


"Beer's fine.” 

| wait until Kirk wanders back onto the terrace before | open the refrigerator door. | glance back to make sure 
he can't see me, then whip out my phone. No new texts from James. Just his original message-- ‘need to talk 
ASAP"--and my reply asking whats wrong. | dash off a quick "U okay??* before pocketing the phone again. If | 
don't hear back in ten minutes, I'll find some excuse to duck out and call him, even though | know it'd be 
pointless. There's no way James can answer his phone if he can't use it to text back. 


"Yo, Dave. It's a fridge, not an air conditioner." 


"Sorry." | close my fist around a random bottle neck and compose myself as best | can. "Couldn't decide what | 


wanted." 


My choice of words makes my heart sink deeper. | guess that's what happens when you sneak around and get 


used to analyzing every statement for possible hidden meanings. 


"Corona Light?" Kirk says when | join him on the terrace a moment later. "Who are you, and what have you 


done with Dave Grohl?" 

| take a swill and pat my almost-firm abs. "You think these pounds just melted away without any sacrifice?" 
"At this rate, you'll have gone vegetarian the next time | see you" 

"Not a chance in Hell" | clink the bottle against his wine glass. "No offense" 

"Glad to hear it | was starting to worry about you" 


Kirk's phone beeps before | can think up a witty reply. He gives the screen a disgusted look, then jams it back 
into his pocket. 


"What's wrong?" | ask. 

"Food's running late. Another half hour at least, they said." 

"So cancel it and order a pizza." 

"You kidding? That'll take twice as long. It's July 4th, remember?" 
‘Oh yeah." 


He cocks his head and gives me a funny look. "Sure you're okay?" 


"Yeah, just overheated. Think | got some sun on the back of my neck" 


"Here, why don't we go up my office?" Kirk gestures to the spiral staircase--one of two leading to the 


penthouse's second floor. "Same view but much cooler." 

"Lead the way." 

The upstairs loft is more understated than its counterpart but appointed in the same stunning combination of 
earthy sandstone, blue celestial-patterned wallpaper, and mirrored accents. One side overlooks the massive 


room below. An equally massive chandelier throws sparkling prism-lights over every surface. The other side 


opens into what looks like a pair of twin offices, joined inside by French doors. A smaller desk sits near the top 
of the stairs. 

Kirk smiles as | whistle my approval. "What do you think?" 

"Place kicks ass. Only thing missing is a picture of yours truly." 


"Yeah, I'm still debating the best place to hang our escort photos. Downstairs or up here?" 


"Definitely up here." | gesture to the bare walls surrounding the smaller desk. "What's up with the extra 


office? You giving Rami a promotion?" 
"Not necessarily. Just thought itd be a good idea, in case | ever decide to take on a partner." 


The words barely register because my phone just vibrated. Fucking finally. "Don't suppose there's another 


bathroom up here?" 
"Hell yeah. And another bedroom." Kirk points to a door in the back of the first office. "Right through there." 


Its not just another bedroom and bathroom. It's a bona-fide master suite. Of course | only catch a fleeting 


glimpse before | barricade myself in the toilet and whip out my cell. 


Still nothing from James. Just a random spam text. | clench my teeth against the usual frustrated curse and 
hit the call button With every ring, my heart beats faster. | hang up again when the voicemail message begins 
to play. The fuck is going on? Was James in some kind of accident? Why would he send an urgent text but not 
respond to any of my replies? 


| Freaking me out here. What's up?l? 


The eyebrows reflected in the darkened screen are one giant knot. My forehead is throbbing. My entire body is 
coiled like a spring. | splash cold water on my face until the muscles relax enough to pass for calm. Kirk is 
chilling behind the desk when | finally emerge from the master suite. He gives me a bemused look as he 


gestures at a nearby chair. 


"Not gonna jump around on the new bed?" 

"Tempted. Very, very tempted. But | decided to err on the side of politeness for a change." 

"You've been making a lot of changes this past year." 

"Uh." | shrug it off. "Yeah, | guess." 

"Especially these last couple months." 

"That a question, dude, or an observation?" 

"Both." 

| raise the beer instinctively to my lips, then remember mid-swig that | already drained it on my way up the 
stairs. Kirk reaches across the desk and takes the bottle, which he replaces with a can of soda from the 


hidden fridge. Diet soda. Y'know, for the calorie-counting gigolo. 


First it was the health and fitness kick," he continues. "Drinking less, exercising more. Then you started taking 


on more clients." 


"Well, yeah. Better shape equals more stamina, which equals happier clients, which equals better word-of- 
mouth and higher demand, which equals..you do the math." 


"There's no doubt that you're responsible for most of our increased profits this year. Hell, it's why | gave in 
and moved into a bigger headquarters. You've given me no choice but to expand the business whether | wanted 
to or not" 

"Are you thanking me or complaining?" 

"Thanking you, of course." 

"Then what's the problem?" 

Kirk sighs. "There's no problem, it's just.tm starting to get concerned, that's all." 


"About what?" 


"| don't want this to sound like criticism, Dave, because it honestly isn’t. But lately you've been making mistakes 


and getting distracted easily. That's just not like you." 


"Hell are you talking about?" 


"Drinking an empty beer, for starters." He puts up his hand before | can protest. "Normally you're smooth as 
can be even when you're not on a date. It was always instinctual with you. Then there were those Uber 
charges--" 

"That was four months ago." 

It's happened twice more since then, including last week." 

Jesus. | had fucking no idea I'd tripped up again. 

"Why didn't you tell me?" 

"Because | was waiting until we had a chance to sit down and talk" 


"Fuck sakes. | said | would pay you back, and you said don't worry about it. What's the big deal all of a sudden?" 


‘Its not like you," Kirk repeats, like a broken record. “And it's my job, both as your boss and your friend, to 


make sure you're all right." 


‘I'm not on drugs. | mean, yeah, | smoked a big-ass blunt with Number Seven a few weeks back, but that's it. 


Test me if it'll make you feel better.” 

"That's not what | was suggesting." 

| close my eyes, take a deep breath, and roll the unopened soda can over the back of my neck. Maybe | should 
tell Kirk the truth. Leave out names and other identifying details, of course, but explain that | got an ominous 
text from a guy I've been seeing and am worried because he's not responding at all now. It's not like l'm 
breaking any rules by having a boyfriend. Kirk's always been great about respecting his employees private 
lives. He would undoubtedly be sympathetic about my missing mystery man. But then he would try to help by 
asking questions, and | can't trust myself not to slip up and show my hand. Not after I've been so careless 
without even realizing it. 

"Have any of my clients complained about my performance?" 

"Not at all" 

"Then you have nothing to worry about." 


"Okay, but | gotta ask, since you mentioned Lars--" 


Oh, fuck. 


"What about him?" 


Kirk shrugs. "You've been seeing an awful lot of each other lately. Way more than usual. | mean, | know he's 


always been your favorite--" 
y y 
"And vice-versa," | throw in. 


"Right. But you never requested him specifically before February, and ever since then, he's been all over your 


schedule. l'm just curious. What's up with that?" 
"Why don't you ask Lars?" 


"l'm not about to ask our wealthiest client why he's spending so much money. | just want to make sure 


everything's okay with you." 


Kirk's obviously not giving up, so maybe it's time for a gambit. Something outrageous that'll make him laugh 


and (hopefully) throw him off topic. 

"Wanna know the real angle?" | lean across the desk and drop my voice to a whisper. "I'm trying to seduce Lars. 
Get him hooked on Big D for good so that | can move in when his marriage eventually falls apart. He's my 
retirement plan" 

No laugh, but | guess a snort will suffice. 

"That your way of telling me to change the subject?" 

"Bingo!" 

"Fair enough. Have you given any actual thought to retiring, or were you just fucking with me?" 

My gut finally uncoils a bit. "Obviously the latter. You know how much | hate being put on the spot" 
"Man, | think about retirement all the time,” Kirk muses. 

"Then why are you upsizing the agency?" 


"Good question Maybe so | can start downsizing my role. Ease myself out gradually while still keeping my foot 


in the door, in case | change my mina." 


"Makes sense." Perfect sense, actually. And just like that, the other truth I've been hiding pushes its way past 
my worry for James and straight out my mouth. "I think about it too. Settling down. Making a life with 


someone. But I'm not ready to leave the rest behind. Not even close." 


| push back the chair and wander over to the window so that Kirk won't see the tears pricking at my eyes. 
Swallow against the lump in my throat as | gaze among the skyscrapers and imagine them disappearing in the 
rearview forever. Without that majestic skyline, the blistering concrete, the millions of lights, the glowing 
marquees, the revolving doors, the jingle and clatter of slot machines and neverending spin of roulette wheels, | 
would feel completely lost. Not to mention my job. Making people's most passionate fantasies come true is what 


| live for. 

"Sounds like you're trying to find a good compromise," Kirk says. 

"Aren't we all?" 

"Or maybe balance would be a better word." 

| can't shake the feeling that l'm being buttered up. Kirk's always had a tendency to get hung up on semantics 
when he's trying to sell someone on an idea they'd otherwise be resistant to. Dude should seriously consider 
going into real estate as a second career. 

Before | can suggest exactly that, there's a knock at the front door-- 


"Must be the food" 


--followed by a buzz from my back pocket as Kirk starts down the stairs. | whip my phone out. Catch my 
breath and lose it again in the span of a second. 


> He knows 


| feel my body lurch toward the glass and barely manage to step back before | collide. Adrenaline floods my 
veins, rushing over the back of my neck in a prickling wave of heat. My fingers are trembling so badly that | 
can't even unlock the phone, let alone reply. The two words I've been dreading for months are followed a 


moment later by three that I've been dreading even worse. 
> They both do. 


The only thing | can think to do is run. Actually, there's no thinking about it. I'm already sprinting toward the 
bathroom. Already locking the door and backing my ass into the furthest corner. Why? | don't know. Except 
that it's what a trapped animal might do, and that's exactly what | feel like right now. No anger. No coherent 
thoughts. Just blind fucking panic. 


Somehow | make it past the lock screen | pull up James’ text but accidentally hit the call button instead. A 
phone begins ringing downstairs. The sound may be muffled, but there's no mistaking the ring tone. 


Nor the voice that unexpectedly answers. 


"Dave?" 


| don't know what to say. | can't even bring myself to bring the phone to my ear while James repeats my 


name. All | can do is slide down the wall and let the phone clatter to the tile. 

"Come on, Dave. Talk to me." 

It feels like my entire body is on the verge of collapse. Like my ribs are about to drop from my spine one by 
one and my skull to roll right off my shoulders. Or simply explode. | drop my head, ears clenched between my 
knees, and will myself to disappear into thin air for the first time since | was a kid. 

The screen goes dark a moment later. | could've sworn | heard James say "don't worry, it's all good," if | didn't 
know better. One of us fucked up. More likely, we both fucked up. No amount of wishful thinking can undo 
what's already done. 

Damage control, | repeat silently--more to keep myself from crying than anything else. It's all about damage 
control now. Doesn't matter how Lars and Kirk found out. (But, seriously, how the fuck? James said he declined 
Lars' suggestion to send me photos of his truck so that Lars would think he'd lost interest. Kirk must have 
looked up the address from those Uber charges. Put two and two together and then told Lars.) All that 
matters now is keeping both of us from losing our jobs. How many years do | have left in this business 
anyway? | may as well take the blame for everything. Throw myself on Lars' mercy and beg him not to fire 
James, even if it means | lose them both as well. 

Never fall in love with a client. Leave it to me to wreck two careers breaking the first rule | ever learned. 

A knock at the door. Assuming its Kirk, | sit up and swallow hard to steady my voice. "Be out in a sec." 


"Dave?" 


Nope. Not Kirk. | wish it were, considering that James is probably unemployed, or at least in very deep shit, 
and | have no idea what to say to him. Other than "I'm taking a leak" 


"Nothing | haven't seen before.” 

Why the fuck does he sound so calm? Borderline cheerful, even? He tries the knob, then knocks gently again 
"Told you, lm fucking occupied!" 

"Okay. lm sorry. I'll be right out here when you're ready," 

Ready for what? To face the music, | guess. May as well do it with the same confidence and flair that got me 


this job to begin with. Go out on the same high note | came in on. | check my hair and smooth my clothes as 


best | can in the mirror without making eye contact, then take a deep showtime breath as | reach for the 


knob. 

James wasn't kidding. | expected to find him pacing around, or maybe just sitting on the bed, but no. He's 
literally right there in the doorway. Impeccably uniformed as always. Aside from the lack of brass on his cap 
or lapels, he's never looked more like a cop than he does right now. 

"Dave." 


Sergeant Hetfield What brings you downtown this fine afternoon? Here fo deliver the bad news in person? 


But I've never felt less like joking than | do right now. In fact, | have the sudden urge to knock that damn cap 
off just so | can look him in the eyes. 


"Did you tell them?" | ask instead. 


"You know better than that” He removes his hat (must've read my mind) and clasps it in both hands. "But of 


course | couldn't deny anything when Lars confronted me with the evidence." 

"What evidence?" 

James sighs. "Remember when | spent the night at your place a couple weeks ago?" 
"Yeah." 


"Well, turns out Lars came by to drop off that watch you left in the limo. He saw my truck parked outside 
your apartment.” 


"Fuck." 


My black Rolex. | woke up to a voicemail explaining that he left it with a mutual friend who works security at 
the Bellagio and picked it up the following afternoon. | had no idea that Lars attempted to return the watch 
himself in the meantime. We had a date a few nights later. The same date where we drove into the desert, got 
stoned, and discussed James' sweet new ride for what | pretended was the first time. | knew it was a fishing 


expedition. Fucking knew it! Only thing | didn't know was that Lars had been three steps ahead the entire time. 


"He didn't tell me until this afternoon," James goes on. "We were already in the limo, in fact. | sent you that 


first text while | was stopped at a light. Couldn't send another until we arrived." 


"Kirk never told me you two were coming. | knew there'd be other people dropping by to see the new place, but 


| assumed they were all employees." 


"Lars said you wouldn't be here until this evening. | thought you were still at home. | tried to warn you." 


Meanwhile, | was attempting to maintain perfect poker face in front of my own boss, who apparently was doing 


exactly the same thing with me. "How the hell did Kirk find out?" 
“Take a wild guess." 


Lars. Fucking Client #7. He and Kirk go back further than James and | do with either of them. Of course they 


would confide in each other first. Confide and conspire. 
"They played us." 
"Yeah, but not in the way it might seem." 


The reassurance flies right over my still-seething head. "It was all a game. They knew what was going on, and 


they were fucking baiting us. Probably had a wager going--which one of us would slip up first" 
‘Neither of us slipped up. It was pure chance that Lars stopped by your place when he did." 
"How do you know?" 


"Because | asked," James replies. "He swears up and down that he wasn't trying to catch us in the act. Says it's 


no surprise in retrospect, but he really was there to return your watch. Nothing more." 
"Then why didn't he confront us?" 
"Why would he confront us when we weren't doing anything wrong?" 


| push past James into the bedroom. Feel my heart sink as | stare at the immaculately made bed and 


remember the night | first "auditioned" for my position with Sin City Players. 
"Wasn't supposed to end like this." 

"Nothing's ended, Dave. Not unless you want it to." 

| should just quit right now." 

Behind me, James sighs. "Are you even listening to me?" 


"You're more important to me anyway. That's exactly what I'm gonna tell Kirk. Put in my resignation before he 


can fire me. Walk away on my own terms, with whatever's left of my dignity." 
"Dave--" 


"Do me a favor." 


"What?" 

"Tell Lars I'm sorry. It wasn't personal. | was never trying to hurt him or make him look like a fool." 

"Dave." James catches me by the shoulders and turns me around to face him. "Will you calm down and fucking 
listen for one second? | swear. You have the worst habit of making things sound way more dire than they 
actually are. Ever since the night we met" 

"Then you'll be as glad to be rid of me as everyone else." 

Those blue eyes narrow, and | wait for James to shove me away and skulk off down the stairs. Instead he 
crashes our lips together. Clasps one arm around my waist and tangles the other into my hair. Meanwhile his 
tongue is making damn sure mine won't say another word until he's done with it. Only when my cock begins to 


stiffen and l'm thinking instead about how to maneuver him onto the bed does he let go. 


"| don't wanna be rid of you," he whispers, forehead pressed to mine. "Not now and not ever. | know thats not 


ultimately up to me, but there it is.” 

"What're you saying?" 

"That | love you. You're one of the best things that's ever happened to me." 

| hold my breath for a brief eternity, just to make sure this isn't a dream. "I love you too." 
"Did you mean what you said--that l'm more important to you than this job?" 

"Fuckin: A, | did" 


"Well, God damn" James flicks away a tear, then breaks into a blinding grin. "lim officially the luckiest man in 
Vegas." 


"Hey! Anyone naked up there?" 

Lars. The human record-scratch. King of unfortunate timing, 

"You wish," | shout back 

"Then get your asses down here. There's food on the table and business to discuss. 


| hear Kirk murmur something about giving us more time, then the sound of a door sliding open as he 


presumably ushers his guest onto the terrace. Business fo discuss Not sure | like the sound of that. 


"Are we in trouble?" 


James gives me an incredulous look. "Hell no. That's what I've been trying to tell you. It was a matchmaking 
scheme. Turns out those two have been trying to throw us together this entire time.” 


"No way. Not buyin’ it” 

"You will when you get downstairs and see the shit-eating grins on their faces." 

It comes back to me then. That night in the desert. Lars rambling on about James’ sweet new ride, then asking 
if he could give James my number. His expression when | accused him of playing matchmaker was exactly that: 
a shit-eating grin. | totally called the game and didn't even know it. 

"So what's this business they want to discuss?" 


James shakes his head. "You should probably hear it from Kirk" 


"Hear what?" And when he shrugs, "I'm not fucking around, Hetfield, so gimme the details. You know how | feel 
about secrets." 


"| don't have any details.but I'm pretty sure you're about to get promoted.” 


To be continued. 


